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ABSTRACT

This study examined the experiences of 20 student affairs professionals who played a pivotal role
in the establishment of LGBTQ pride centers at public four-year institutions of higher education
in the Bible Belt. Since the first pride center opened at the University of Michigan in 1971, pride
centers have been a critical resource for supporting LGBTQ college students. In the Bible Belt,
28 pride centers have been successfully established by professionals despite social, fiscal, and
religious conservatism negatively influencing public support of LGBTQ initiatives. However,
best practices for establishment in this region have not emerged. Understanding the experiences
of individuals who overcame challenges in the Bible Belt, where establishment is least likely,
can provide future student affairs professionals with strategies for establishing their own centers.
Using narrative inquiry, semi-structured interviews were conducted with a purposively
selected group of participants from 12 public four-year higher education institutions across seven
states in the Bible Belt. Interview transcripts were coded and thematically analyzed using queer
theory as a theoretical framework (Jagose, 1996; Kirsch, 2001; Pinar 1998).
Findings revealed the role of participants in pride center establishment, sociocultural
challenges experienced, and strategies used to address those challenges. Role of participants was
threefold: to build new partnerships with allies while both supporting and centralizing existing
LGBTQ services. Sociocultural challenges included: institutional heterosexism; conservative
religious views on gender/sexuality; and social/fiscal conservatism. Strategies to address
challenges involved: coalition building with student affairs colleagues; engagement with campus
leaders; and strategic planning, research, and documentation focused on center development.
Findings have best practice implications for establishing centers in the Bible Belt and elsewhere.
Keywords: LGBTQ pride centers, Bible Belt, higher education, student affairs
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CHAPTER 1:
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY
Study Overview
This narrative inquiry study explored the experiences of student affairs professionals who
had participated in the unlikely yet successful establishment of LGBTQ pride centers at public
four-year colleges and universities in the socially conservative Bible Belt.1 Participants in this
study included a purposively selected group of student affairs professionals (n = 20) who played
a pivotal role in the creation of southern pride centers at 12 public four-year institutions of higher
education across seven states in the Bible Belt. It was expected that the findings from this
narrative inquiry would reveal best practices that other student affairs professionals, either
considering or actively seeking to create new pride centers in socially conservative regions of the
United States, could adopt to increase the likelihood of establishment.
Background and Context
Fostering a positive and supportive campus climate is necessary for the overall success
and well-being of students at colleges and universities, particularly for those individuals
identifying from marginalized or oppressed backgrounds (Hurtado, 1992; Woodford & Kulick,
2015). For LGBTQ students, this requires the implementation of services and programs which
promote their academic success and encourage healthy personal development while, at the same
time, address and combat concerns of campus discrimination and harassment, institutional
heterosexism, and social exclusion (Nadal et al., 2011; Rankin, 2006). Since the first U.S.

1

The colloquial term Bible Belt is used in this dissertation to collectively describe the following southern states in
the Deep South: Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, Oklahoma, South
Carolina, Tennessee, and Texas. It is a political and cultural term acknowledging the prevalence and strong
influence of social conservatism and evangelical Protestantism within local and state governments in this region of
the United States.
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LGBTQ pride center (known then as the Human Sexuality Office) opened at the University of
Michigan in the Fall of 1971, college and university pride centers have often been the central
location for these services and programs in higher education (Marine, 2011; Sanlo et al., 2002).
LGBTQ pride centers are institutionally funded spaces designed specifically to provide
services for college students identifying as sexual or gender minorities (Evans & Wall, 2000;
Marine, 2011; Sanlo et al., 2002) and supervised by at least one full-time professional
administrator (Consortium of Higher Education LGBT Resource Professionals, 2019). In
addition to offering resources directly to LGBTQ students, many pride centers also offer
sexuality and gender education programming to heterosexual and cisgender campus community
members in order to promote allyship, solidarity, and inclusivity at colleges and universities
across the United States (Beemyn, 2002; Sanlo, 2000). Depending on their overall mission,
geographic location, and availability of funding, pride centers can vary by campus regarding the
scope of their function, often expanding beyond direct student services to engage in student
advocacy, faculty support initiatives including training, fundraising, and partnership building
within and off campus (Beemyn, 2002; Ottenritter, 2012).
Student affairs professionals have often played a role in the establishment of pride
centers, recognizing the need to provide safe spaces for LGBTQ students seeking relief from the
oppressive campus climate they experience (Dilley, 2002a; Marine, 2011). Beginning in the
1990s and 2000s, centers often formed because administratively-led taskforces and committees
met to assess campus climate for LGBTQ students, often in response to social changes that were
occurring across the country and increasing the national focus on inclusion (Fine, 2012; Rankin,
1998; Sanlo et al., 2002). Findings from these campus climate studies indicated that additional
services focused on supporting LGBTQ students, including pride centers, were needed to ensure
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that students were welcomed and supported on campus (Rankin, 2006).
Since that time, recommendations from these taskforces and committees, alongside
student initiatives and faculty and staff support, have helped increase the number of pride centers
across the United States (Broadhurst et al., 2018; Lark, 1998; Sanlo et al., 2002). However, the
number of pride centers continues to remain low nationally. In 2019, the Consortium of Higher
Education LGBT Resource Professionals – a nationwide student affairs organization focused on
supporting professionals who work directly with LGBTQ students – reported that only 5% of
public and private colleges and universities currently have a pride center established at their
institution (Consortium of Higher Education LGBT Resource Professionals, 2019).
Despite slow growth nationally, the regional location of a college or university can
indicate the likelihood of pride center establishment. In the Northeast, Midwest/Great Lakes, and
Western United States, the proportion of established pride centers to total number of public
institutions is significantly higher than in the Mid-Atlantic/Southern United States and Bible
Belt. See Table 1 for percentage of public institutions with pride centers by geographic region.
Table 1
Percentage of Public Institutions with Centers by Geographic Region
Regional Location

# of Centers

# of Institutions

% of Institutions with Centers

Northeastern U.S.

73

165

44

Midwest/Great Lakes

68

168

40

Western U.S.

62

180

34

Mid-Atlantic/South

50

291

17

Bible Belt

28

198

14

Note: Data compiled from Consortium of Higher Education LGBT Resource Professionals (2019) and National
Center for Education Statistics (2019).

Pride centers have been established at 44% of public institutions in the Northeast; 40% of
public institutions in the Midwest/Great Lakes; and 34% of public institutions in the Western
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United States. In the Mid-Atlantic and Southern United States, the percentage drops to 17%.
Notably, in the socially conservative Bible Belt, the likelihood of pride center establishment is
least likely. There are 198 public colleges and universities in the Bible Belt but only 28
institutions, or 14%, have established pride centers.
Statement of the Problem
Research indicates that pride center establishment remains uncommon nationally and
least likely at public colleges and universities in the Bible Belt. For the latter, the sociocultural
challenges associated with developing pride centers in this region of the country are generally
understood by student affairs professionals. Because conservative, evangelical Protestantism
highly influences cultural and political discourse surrounding state funding for public
institutions, including colleges and universities, heterosexism and homophobia can indirectly
impact a higher education institution’s ability to successfully implement comprehensive
programming and services for LGBTQ students in these southern states (Nadal et al., 2016;
Stein, 2012). Even in cases in which its institutional mission publicly commits to promoting
diversity and social justice for all students, a public college or university in this conservative
region of the country may face political pressure not to spend public funding on the
establishment of a pride center or other LGBTQ services (Fine, 2012; Marine, 2011).
Despite these sociocultural challenges, 28 pride centers were successfully established by
student affairs professionals at public colleges and universities in the Bible Belt (Consortium of
Higher Education LGBT Resource Professionals, 2019). Yet little research has identified how
this was possible. Additionally, the specific response strategies employed by student affairs
professionals in order to overcome these sociocultural challenges and establish 28 pride centers
at public institutions in the Bible Belt have not been studied extensively. As a result, best
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practices for current and future student affairs professionals, either considering or actively
pursuing pride center development at public institutions in socially conservative regions of the
country where establishment rates are lowest, have not emerged.
Statement of Purpose and Research Questions
My research study examined the experiences of student affairs professionals who had
participated in the successful establishment of LGBTQ pride centers at public four-year
institutions of higher education in the Bible Belt. My study addressed the following three
research questions (RQs) to better understand the role of each professional, challenges faced, and
strategies employed during pride center establishment:
RQ1: What contributing role did student affairs professionals play in the establishment
of LGBTQ pride centers at public four-year colleges and universities in the Bible
Belt?
RQ2: What sociocultural and political challenges did student affairs professionals
encounter as they advocated for pride center establishment at their southern public
college or university?
RQ3: How did student affairs professionals overcome these sociocultural challenges in
order to assist in the establishment of pride centers in the Bible Belt?
Rationale and Significance
The rationale for this narrative inquiry study emerged from my goal of identifying
strategies for increasing the number of pride centers in socially conservative regions of the
United States. As previously stated, LGBTQ pride centers are more likely to be established at
public colleges and universities in regions of the country where conservative, evangelical
Protestantism is least represented, including New England, the Midwest/Great Lakes, and the
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Western United States (Consortium of Higher Education LGBT Resource Professionals, 2019;
Fine, 2012). Nevertheless, 28 public higher education institutions have established pride centers
in the Bible Belt where social and religious conservatism highly influences cultural and political
discourse regarding state funding and support for public colleges and universities.
The establishment of these pride centers in the Bible Belt demonstrates that strategies
were successfully employed to facilitate their development despite social and cultural influences
encouraging heterosexism and homophobia. Because student affairs professionals have
historically played a role in pride center development, I believed that studying the experiences of
these professionals who had assisted in the establishment of pride centers in the Bible Belt would
uncover successful strategies that could be adopted by other administrators seeking to create
centers in conservative regions of the country.
Definitions of Key Terminology
LGBTQ – An acronym used to describe individuals identifying as lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, and/or queer/questioning.
Pride Center – An institutionally funded space supervised by at least one full-time professional
administrator and designed specifically to provide services to LGBTQ college students.
Student Affairs Professional – An individual working in the field of student affairs who is
charged with providing support services to students enrolled at a college or university with the
intention of fostering growth and development.
Bible Belt – A colloquial term used to describe the prevalence and strong influence of social
conservatism and evangelical Protestantism in the following southern states: Alabama, Arkansas,
Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, Oklahoma, South Carolina,
Tennessee, and Texas.

QUEERING THE BIBLE BELT
Overview of Dissertation Structure
This dissertation is organized into five chapters. Chapter 1 introduced the reader to the
research study and its rationale and significance, the statement of the problem and purpose,
research questions, and key terminology. Chapter 2 will present a literature review on current
research focused on LGBTQ campus climate, a history of LGBTQ student services in higher
education, and the emergence of LGBTQ pride centers at public colleges and universities.
Chapter 3 will provide an overview of the research methodology used in this study, including a
description of the research sample, my role as the researcher and theoretical framework, and
methods for data analysis and synthesis. Chapter 4 will present the findings of this research
study. Finally, Chapter 5 will provide the reader with a discussion and interpretation of my
findings in addition to recommendations and final conclusions.

7
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CHAPTER 2:

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Rationale for Literature Review Topics
The purpose of this narrative inquiry study was to examine the experiences of student
affairs professionals who had participated in the successful establishment of pride centers at
public four-year institutions in the Bible Belt in order to identify successful strategies that could
be adopted by other administrators with similar goals. To effectively conduct this study, it is
necessary to understand the influence of LGBTQ campus climate and the history of LGBTQ
student services on the development of pride centers at colleges and universities across the
United States. The impacts of campus climate and storied history of student services provide
necessary context for considering the sociocultural and political challenges that arise when pride
centers are established. As such, the following literature review will consider LGBTQ campus
climate, LGBTQ student services in higher education, and LGBTQ pride centers at public
colleges and universities.
LGBTQ Campus Climate
More than three decades of research has demonstrated the significant impact campus
climate has on the overall persistence and success of college students (Astin, 1984; Hall &
Sandler, 1984; Rankin, 1998, 2003; Rankin & Reason, 2008; Woodford & Kulic, 2015). In order
to ensure that each student meets their academic requirements and successfully graduates,
campus climate must be clearly understood and its effects on the experiences of college students
accurately measured. Because students identifying as LGBTQ are more likely to experience
discrimination and harassment at significantly higher rates than their heterosexual and cisgender
peers (Rankin et al., 2010), negative effects of campus climate on LGBTQ college students must
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be fully understood and addressed to foster a more positive and successful college experience for
this population.
In the following section focusing on campus climate and its impact on the experiences of
LGBTQ students in higher education, major definitions of campus climate are reviewed, notable
climate studies and their methodologies are considered, and the effects of negative climate on
LGBTQ college students are identified. Overall findings in the literature suggest that campus
climate has significantly impacted the experiences of LGBTQ students in higher education, with
multiple studies indicating that negative indicators (e.g., harassment and discrimination) prevent
this population from persisting in college while positive institutional responses, such as the
steady increase in pride centers over the past two decades, improve campus climate and
contribute to overall LGBTQ student retention and success.
Early History and Evolving Definitions
Hall and Sandler (1984) were two of the earliest researchers to use the term climate to
describe the experiences of marginalized students on college campuses. In their study of
women’s experiences in the classroom, Hall and Sandler (1984) described the negative effects of
a “chilly campus climate” in which female students were more likely than their male classmates
to be “discouraged from seeking help with academic concerns, making the best use of student
services, and participating fully in campus life” (p. 5). This study, one of the first of its kind to
describe campus environments as climates, introduced campus climate research into higher
education literature and laid the foundation for future studies over the next several decades.
While these future campus climate studies continued focusing on women in higher
education, research also expanded to investigate the experiences of other marginalized groups,
including students of color and LGBTQ students (Hurtado et al., 1998; Rankin, 1998). These
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campus climate studies helped evolve and clarify the ways in which campus climate is defined in
the literature. At first largely understood as a “frame of reference within which to interpret the
meaning of events and actions” at a college or university (Kuh & Whitt, 1988, p. 13), campus
climate began to be viewed by researchers in the 1990s as a more complex summation of
different components making up that college or university, including: its unique history;
diversity among students, faculty, and staff; perceived versus objective elements of the
institution; and the psychological and structural impact of these combined factors on members of
the campus community (Peterson & Spencer, 1990). Nearly two decades after Peterson and
Spencer (1990) presented these components of campus climate, Hurtado et al. (2008) added that
they have played a significant role over time in defining both institutional policy and practices
and in shaping institutional culture, including the addition of more recently developed support
services for minority students such as the LGBTQ pride center.
Because campus climate emphasizes the unique experiences of specific minority
populations (Brown et al., 2004), including LGBTQ college students for the purpose of this
literature review, other elements related to identity oppression must be considered when defining
campus climate. Campus climate is structured around heteronormative culture (Dilley, 2002b)
which perpetuates heterosexist expectations and policies at colleges and universities (D’Augelli,
1991). When higher education institutions function within this heteronormative culture, campus
climate becomes, as Rankin (2005) argues, the “cumulative attitudes, behaviors, and standards of
employees and students concerning access for, inclusion of, and level of respect for individual
and group needs, abilities, and potential” (p. 17). LGBTQ college students find themselves in a
climate defined by heterosexist oppression, harassment, and discrimination across all aspects of
the college campus (Evans & Rankin, 1998) that can only be challenged and countered by the
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presence of institutionally sponsored LGBTQ support services such as the pride center.
These definitions of campus climate provide the conceptual framework needed by
researchers to assess the effects of climate on LGBTQ college students. At the turn of the
twenty-first century, several major campus climate studies focusing on the experiences of
LGBTQ students were conducted at colleges and universities across the United States. These
studies would demonstrate new methodological approaches to campus climate research while
underscoring significant challenges faced by LGBTQ students, eventually leading to the
development of pride centers as a response to hostile campus climates.
Major Studies on LGBTQ Campus Climate
Before 2000, the earliest campus climate studies focusing on LGBTQ students were often
conducted internally – sponsored by concerned university officials and proactive faculty, staff,
and students who were interested in the current state of LGBTQ climate at their own institutions
(Rankin, 1998, 2005). In her meta-analysis of 30 in-house studies conducted by institutions
during the 1990s, Rankin (1998) found that although each study varied widely regarding sample
size and methodology, findings for each were similar: LGBTQ students overwhelmingly
described their campus climate as hostile. Beginning in 2000, research on LGBTQ college
students and their campus experiences moved beyond in-house studies to more peer-reviewed,
external assessments of campus climate, introducing new theoretical frameworks and
methodology into climate literature (Brown et al., 2004; Furrow, 2012; Hinrichs & Rosenberg,
2002; Holland et al., 2013; Longerbeam et al., 2007; Mohr & Sedlacek, 2000; Rankin, 2003;
Rankin et al., 2010).
Several of these research studies investigated campus climate for LGBTQ students by
sampling heterosexual college students and their perceptions of LGBTQ peers in order to
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ascertain how they might treat this minority population (Mohr & Sedlacek, 2000; Hinrichs &
Rosenberg, 2002; Holland et al., 2013). In their study of 2,925 incoming first-year students at a
state university, Mohr and Sedlacek (2000) asked participants to complete a 102-item
questionnaire designed to measure their willingness to befriend lesbian and gay classmates.
Findings indicated the following: 42% of respondents were receptive to befriending gay and
lesbian classmates; an additional 39% were interested but feared discomfort; and 8% of first-year
students would not be interested in friendship due to disapproval of lesbian and gay sexual
orientation for religious reasons (Mohr & Sedlacek, 2000).
In another study by Hinrichs and Rosenberg (2002), 692 heterosexual students sampled
from six liberal arts colleges were surveyed to identify their attitudes toward LGBTQ classmates.
Findings revealed that 31% of male respondents and 15% of female respondents held negative
attitudes toward LGBTQ individuals, the strongest predictors for this attitude being strong
associations with Greek student organizations and deeply held beliefs regarding traditional
gender roles.
A third quantitative study also examined attitudes of 1,768 heterosexual college students
toward their LGBTQ peers at a public university in the Southeast, investigating whether class
rank, political party, and college of major correlated with their attitudes toward minority sexual
orientation. Findings indicated that heterosexual freshmen and sophomores, republicans, and
students studying business and education were less tolerant of their LGBTQ peers than juniors,
seniors, democrats, and students studying in the college of arts and sciences (Holland et al.,
2013).
Other research studies investigated campus climate for LGBTQ students by sampling
LGBTQ individuals themselves and their own perceptions of heterosexism, homophobia, and
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transphobia on college campuses. Studies were both small-scale assessments, focusing on
specific institutions or settings (Brown et al., 2004; Furrow, 2012) as well as nationwide
assessments of campus climate for LGBTQ college students (Rankin, 2003; Longerbeam et al.,
2007; Rankin et al., 2010).
In their small-scale quantitative study of campus climate at a large, midwestern state
university, Brown et al. (2004) surveyed 80 LGBTQ students in addition to 253 heterosexual
students, 126 faculty members, 41 student affairs administrators, and 105 residence hall students.
Perceptions of campus climate and attitudes toward LGBTQ college students varied widely
across each respondent group: LGBTQ students reported more negative experiences on campus
than their heterosexual peers and, compared to faculty members, student affairs administrators
and residence hall assistants were more likely to indicate a willingness to learn more about
campus climate issues faced by LGBTQ students (Brown et al., 2004).
In another small-scale qualitative study, Furrow (2012) focused on the experiences of
LGBTQ students in college writing classrooms at three different institutions. Interviewing 37
LGBTQ college students, the researcher found that her participants experienced concerns about
campus safety, inclusiveness of professors, and heterosexist bias within course content (Furrow,
2012).
National campus climate assessments have contributed to a broader, deeper
understanding of challenges faced by LGBTQ individuals at colleges and universities across the
country. Surveying 1,669 self-identified LGBTQ students, faculty, and administrators from 14
institutions across the United States, Rankin (2003) reported that 74% of students (including
36% of undergraduates) experienced harassment within the past academic year due to their
sexual orientation or gender identity. Additionally, 50% of respondents indicated that they
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concealed their identities because they feared harassment and 41% shared that they believed that
their own institutions did not sufficiently meet the needs of LGBTQ community members
(Rankin, 2003).
In contrast, another national study by Longerbeam et al. (2007) revealed that LGBTQ
students were not statistically more likely to experience a negative or hostile campus climate
than their heterosexual peers. This study was a secondary analysis of data collected from the
National Study of Living-Learning Programs (NSLLP) in 2004, a survey which garnered 23,910
respondents from 34 universities in 24 states but only 4% of whom identified as LGBTQ
(Longerbeam et al., 2007). Researchers acknowledged in their secondary analysis that LGBTQ
participants may have indicated a less hostile environment than in other climate studies (Rankin,
2003; Brown et al., 2004) because most of the LGBTQ respondents were first-year students and
had either chosen not to disclose their identities to heterosexual peers or had not lived on campus
long enough to experience hostility (Longerbeam et al., 2007).
A final national study (Rankin et al., 2010) was published by Campus Pride, a national,
nonprofit educational organization focused on fostering inclusive environments for LGBTQ
college students. Examining the experiences of 5,150 LGBTQ students at almost 100 colleges
and universities, Rankin et al. (2010) found that approximately 60% of LGBTQ students have
been targeted or harassed as a result of their sexual orientation or gender identity. Additionally,
this particular study also found that LGBTQ students were nearly twice as likely to experience
harassment compared to their heterosexual peers and seven times more likely to indicate that the
harassment was based on their sexual orientation.
Effects of Campus Climate on LGBTQ College Students
As previously described, campus climate has significant effects on the persistence and
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success of college students, particularly those individuals from marginalized or oppressed
identity groups (Rankin & Reason, 2008; Woodford & Kulic, 2015). Campus climate studies on
LGBTQ college students have found significant consequences for this population when colleges
and universities are not fostering positive, inclusive environments and have laid bare the need for
pride centers (Furrow, 2012; Holland et al., 2013; Mohr & Sedlacek, 2000; Rankin et al., 2010).
When faced with harassment or discrimination at their college or university, LGBTQ
students are more likely to develop mental or physical health problems, including chronic
anxiety and stress (Rankin, 2006; Silverschanz et al., 2008). Unlike their heterosexual peers,
LGBTQ students must cope with the coming out process as they balance self-acceptance with
disclosure and risk harassment and discrimination on campus (Evans, 2001). Students struggling
to come out as LGBTQ experience their college or university differently because they are highly
susceptible to heterosexist power structures which dominate higher education (D’Augelli, 1991;
Rankin, 2003), knowing that if they choose to disclose their sexual orientation they could face
identity-based oppression, including verbal and physical assault (D’Augelli, 1992).
Yet members of this same population also face consequences if they do not come out as
LGBTQ. Students identifying as LGBTQ who remain closeted experience the mental and
physical stress of living double lives, unable to fully express who they are while dealing with the
normal challenges of college (D’Augelli, 1991; Rankin, 1998, 2003). Because research shows
that students who develop campus connections inside and outside of the classroom are more
likely to persist and graduate from college (Astin, 1984; Rankin et al., 2010), it is critical that
heterosexist power structures preventing LGBTQ students from fully participating as out
individuals are dismantled and positive campus climates are fostered (Dilley, 2002b). Otherwise,
LGBTQ students will continue being unwelcomed and oppressed (Nadal et al., 2011), leading to
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social disengagement with the larger campus community and significant decline in academic
achievement (Woodford & Kulic, 2015).
As closeted LGBTQ students combat the pressures of living double lives within
heterosexist campuses reinforced by institutional policies (Gortmaker & Brown, 2006), these
same individuals are also experiencing less evident forms of oppression, including
microaggressions and other implicit discrimination (Sue, 2010). When they find themselves in
residence halls or locker rooms or restrooms – or in any campus facility that prescribes strict
adherence to heterosexual or cisgender roles – LGBTQ college students are being oppressed by a
hostile climate (Beemyn et al., 2005; Brown et al., 2004). When they are unable to participate in
campus organizations or events that focus on their identity development and experiences because
their institution has chosen not to offer or support these types of programs, LGBTQ college
students are being discriminated against and made invisible (Draughn et al., 2002; Herbst &
Malaney, 1999). These implicit forms of discrimination against LGBTQ students have explicit
effects, forcing this population to endure homophobic and transphobic climates underscored and
reinforced by heteronormative campus culture (Ivory, 2005; Lance, 2008) and heterosexist
policy.
Campus climate research on the experiences of LGBTQ college students also identifying
as racial or ethnic minorities is limited but reveals unique challenges of intersecting oppression
(Baez et al., 2007; Negrete & Purcell, 2011; Poynter & Washington, 2005). Experiences with
oppression are often worsened as LGBTQ students of color cope with both heterosexism and
racism, facing discrimination and harassment explicitly or in the form of microaggressions
(Maramba, 2008). As they engage with a potentially hostile campus climate at their college or
university, LGBTQ students of color are not only undergoing student development processes
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related to LGBTQ development but also racial and ethnic development, learning to incorporate
multiple marginalized identity statuses into their college experience while meeting the demands
and expectations of higher education (Baez et al., 2007; Negrete & Purcell, 2011; Poynter &
Washington, 2005). Because early LGBTQ student development theories did not explore the
experiences of non-white LGBTQ students in higher education (Cass, 1979; D’Augelli, 1994;
McCarn & Fassinger, 1996), campus climate research studies built upon these models have not
extensively explored experiences of LGBTQ students of color, therefore producing a gap in
climate literature.
Responding to Hostile Campus Climate: The Need for Pride Centers
Research shows that LGBTQ college students are more likely to experience a hostile
campus climate compared to their heterosexual peers, thus contributing to increased mental
health issues and lower rates of academic persistence (Rankin, 2003). As a result, the factors
contributing to negative campus climate at colleges and universities must be addressed in order
to ensure that LGBTQ students are experiencing a safer, more inclusive learning environment
which fosters healthy development and growth (Zemsky & Sanlo, 2005).
Researchers have proposed numerous recommendations for fostering more inclusive and
affirming campus climates for LGBTQ college students, including legal protections, campus
programming, and training for campus administrators and faculty (Messinger, 2009; Beemyn et
al., 2005). However, the leading recommendation among researchers to foster campus inclusivity
for LGBTQ students and address hostile campus climate has been the establishment of pride
centers. Albin and Dungy (2005) assert that minority students will never be truly embraced by
colleges and universities until their identities and experiences are recognized and interwoven into
the day-to-day operations of the institution. This includes an institutional commitment in which
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financial resources are specifically allocated to the development and long-term sustainment of
pride centers that focus on supporting LGBTQ college students while eradicating the effects of
campus homophobia and transphobia (Evans & Broido, 2005; Geiger et al., 2006). A
commitment such as this, when demonstrated by institutions of higher education, not only helps
protect individuals identifying as a minority sexual orientation or gender identity (Messinger,
2009) but also promotes a safer campus environment which encourages LGBTQ students to
come out without fear of harassment or community exclusion (Zemsky & Sanlo, 2005).
While the negative impacts of campus climate on LGBTQ students have led to the rise
and development of many pride centers at colleges and universities in the United States, these
centers were not the earliest support services available to LGBTQ students in higher education.
Pride centers arose after several decades of LGBTQ student activism and LGBTQ student affairs
professionals and faculty demanding support services for LGBTQ students. This long history of
advocating for LGBTQ student services was pivotal for laying the groundwork needed to
establish future pride centers.
History of LGBTQ Student Services in Higher Education
The number of LGBTQ services and programs in higher education has grown
significantly since the 1960s (Marine, 2011; Rankin et al., 2010) as part of a larger shift towards
meeting specific LGBTQ student concerns and improving overall minority student outreach and
retention (Burleson, 2010; Young, 2011; Zemsky, 2004). However, the expansion of these
services and programs has been gradual and contentious, often challenged by politically
conservative influences within and outside higher education (Beemyn, 2003; Dilley, 2002a,
2002b; Marine 2011).
In the following section focusing on the history and development of LGBTQ student
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support services at colleges and universities in the United States, major developments impacting
the creation and growth of programs and resources are reviewed, including: the rise of LGBTQ
student activism in the 1960s and 1970s after a long history of homophobia in higher education;
initiatives spearheaded by LGBTQ student affairs administrators and faculty members in the
1980s and 1990s to establish safe spaces and programming for their minority students; and
increased allyship and institutional support among heterosexual administrators, faculty, and
students in the 1990s and 2000s. The literature indicates that social activism among minority
students, faculty, and administrators accelerated the development of student services for LGBTQ
college students post-1960s and contributed significantly to the growth of allyship and broader
institutional support in higher education by the turn of the twenty-first century, leading to the
exponential growth of pride centers over the past two decades.
The term LGBTQ has been used throughout this dissertation to describe lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender, and queer/questioning individuals. It has been chosen by me because this
term is widely used by scholars to inclusively describe sexual and gender minorities (particularly
in literature published post-2000s). However, when tracing LGBTQ college student activism
(1960s and 1970s) and the establishment of early LGBTQ programs and safe spaces (1980s and
1990s), I am only referring to lesbian, gay, and bisexual students. Scholarship and services
focusing on the experiences and needs of transgender students did not emerge until the late
1990s; for queer/questioning colleges students, it was nearly a decade later. The evolution of the
term LGBTQ represents both the emergence and development of this population and its
expanding needs over the past six decades.
LGBTQ College Student Activism: 1960s and 1970s
Nationwide activism among LGBTQ students emerged in the 1960s and 1970s in
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response to overt homophobia and heterosexism which had permeated colleges and universities
for centuries (Dilley, 2002a, 2002b; Marine, 2011). This discrimination within higher education
reflects the broader societal oppression experienced by LGBTQ people throughout American
history (Adut, 2005; D’Augelli, 1989; Trumbach, 2012). Because higher education institutions
were inextricably linked to the religious beliefs and values of their era, (Dilley, 2002a, 2002b;
Perkin, 1997), colleges and universities in the United States often practiced the same
conservative, oppressive approaches to homosexuality as society overall (Marine, 2011).
The years leading up to the Gay Liberation Movement of the 1960s and rise of LGBTQ
college student activists were oppressive and persecuting for this minority population (Marine,
2011). Considered socially deviant and pathologized for their same-sex attraction or gender
nonconformity, LGBTQ college students were subjected to shaming, violence, and expulsion for
most of higher education history and often faced legal investigations, criminalization, and
prosecution long after leaving campus (D’Augelli, 1989; Dilley, 2002a, 2002b; Marine, 2011).
Examples of such behavior include Harvard University’s Secret Court of 1920, established by
deans to expel eight students engaging in same-sex practices (Wright, 2005); and police
investigations and sting operations conducted in the 1950s at the height of McCarthyism, leading
to the dismissal of students suspected of anti-American behavior and homosexuality (Dilley,
2002a).
As the 1950s turned to the 1960s college and university administrators continued to target
LGBTQ students, imposing sanctions as severe as mental health evaluations in addition to
widespread suspensions and expulsions. It became clear that higher education leaders prioritized
the conservative reputation of their institutions over the health and wellbeing of their sexual and
gender minority students (Marine, 2011). Consequently, the first stage of the Gay Liberation
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Movement began on college campuses, spearheaded by LGBTQ students protesting against the
homophobia and heterosexism which had plagued most of their higher education experience
(Beemyn, 2003; Dilley, 2002a, 2002b; Marine, 2011).
Four years before the Stonewall Riots of 1969 would usher in a nationwide movement
advocating for gay and lesbian rights (Carter, 2004), a small group of LGBTQ students first
rallied at Columbia University, demanding that top administrators charter their unrecognized
student organization (Dilley, 2002a; Marine, 2011). Calling itself the Student Homophile League
(SHL), the group was comprised of LGBTQ-identified individuals dedicated to improving
campus climate at Columbia while supporting students who were questioning their sexual
orientation (Beemyn, 2003). Two years of contentious debate culminated with the university’s
request for a membership list ultimately rejected by SHL because it would have compromised
the identity of closeted students. In April 1967, the administration finally relented to student
demands, and that month the first university-recognized LGBTQ student organization in the
United States was born (Beemyn, 2003; Mallory, 1998; Marine, 2011).
Within twenty-four months similar SHL groups sprang up across the country, first at
Cornell University and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, followed soon after by New
York University, Rutgers University, and Stanford (Beemyn, 2003). By 1971, more than 150
student groups had emerged, the direct result of post-Stonewall LGBTQ student activists
demanding recognition and support from their colleges and universities (Beemyn, 2003; Dilley,
2002b; Marine, 2011). By the end of the 1970s, SHL affiliated groups overcame administrative
resistance to their operation at several institutions, including Pennsylvania State University,
University of Georgia, Virginia Commonwealth University, and the University of New
Hampshire (Beemyn, 2003; Dilley, 2002b; D’Augelli, 1989).
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Although they faced challenges to achieving and maintaining SHL recognition at colleges
and universities throughout the 1970s, LGBTQ college student activists overcame setbacks and
continued making advances at the height of the Gay Liberation Movement (Marine, 2011). As a
result of their activism and collaboration with LGBTQ administrators and professors, LGBTQ
students not only succeeded in expanding student groups and organizations on campuses across
the country, they had also achieved the following by the end of the decade: openly gay students
elected to student government positions; new course offerings that focused on gay and lesbian
studies; the formation of the first queer studies department; and the creation of the first LGBTQ
pride center (Bazarsky & Sanlo, 2011; Beemyn, 2003; Marine 2011).
Paving the way for future support services, programs, and resources, LGBTQ college
student activists made their needs known to higher education administrators in the 1960s and
1970s (Beemyn, 2003; Dilley, 2002a, 2002b; Marine, 2011). As McCarthyism faded away and
post-Stonewall LGBTQ student activists built organizations together and won legal battles for
recognition and funding, full inclusion of sexual and gender minority students seemed within
reach (Dilley, 2002a).
Yet hysteria and paranoia surrounding the AIDS epidemic would refuel intolerance and
homophobia – and as the 1970s transitioned to the 1980s, a new struggle emerged at colleges and
universities: the fight for full acceptance and inclusion of LGBTQ students as respected and
empowered members of their campus communities (Beemyn, 2003; Dilley, 2002a). In this new
decade, D’Augelli (1989) argues, “challenging indifference [would become] the route to
empowerment in the 1980s, as challenging hostility was in the 1970s” (p. 128). Empowering
LGBTQ students in this socially conservative era of U.S. President Ronald Reagan, however,
required new strategies that would challenge indifference, build upon the progress of student
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activism and SHL chapters, and finally introduce university-sponsored LGBTQ student support
services (D’Augelli, 1989; Marine, 2011).
LGBTQ college student activists would continue fighting heterosexism and homophobia
in the 1980s and 1990s as they had for the past two decades; this time, however, they would be
joined by LGBTQ student affairs administrators and faculty members dedicated to creating safe
spaces and programming for their minority students (Dilley, 2002a, 2002b; Marine, 2011). This
next stage would be essential for coalescing institutional support around LGBTQ services and,
by the end of the twentieth century, achieving a stronger commitment to establishing pride
centers at colleges and universities.
Creation of LGBTQ Programs and Safe Spaces: 1980s and 1990s
The earliest LGBTQ pride center in the United States (known then as the Human
Sexuality Office) opened at the University of Michigan in the Fall of 1971, at the height of
LGBTQ student activism (Beemyn, 2003; D’Augelli, 1989; Dilley, 2002a; Marine, 2011). It was
the first time that a college or university “offered supportive services to lesbian and gay
students” (Sanlo et al., 2002, p. 17) and was touted as a major victory for the Gay Liberation
Movement (Dilley, 2002a). In 1977, however, the center was dissolved, becoming part of
counseling services at the university (Sanlo et al., 2002), and by the end of the decade, only one
additional center had been created at the University of Minnesota (Dilley, 2002a; Marine, 2011).
While LGBTQ student organizations continued to advocate for recognition and funding at
colleges and universities across the country, the development of institutionally-led services,
programs, and safe spaces halted by the end of the 1970s (Marine, 2011).2

2

The pride centers established at the University of Michigan and University of Minnesota during the 1970s as a
result of the Gay Liberation Movement and student activism were atypical for the time. Significant growth in pride
center development did not begin until the 1990s and 2000s, when higher education administrators and faculty
determined a functional need within their specific institutions.
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Unfortunately for LGBTQ college students, this stagnation occurred parallel to the early
years of the AIDS epidemic (Adam, 1987; Stein, 2012). As students fought college and
university administrations for recognition and funding of their SHL organizations on campuses
and in the courts, spread of the “Gay-Related Immune Disease” (as it was originally called in the
early 1980s) ignited a new wave of intolerance for LGBTQ people across the United States,
particularly for gay men with whom AIDS seemed to be the most prevalent (Stein, 2012).
Whispers of the “gay plague” among religious conservatives and members of Congress
continued to oppress and disparage LGBTQ people (Rayside, 2008; Stein, 2012), forcing
members of the community to conceal their identities in order to keep their jobs and health
insurance and avoid becoming outcasts (D’Augelli, 1989; Marine, 2011).
As intolerance, fear, and hatred of LGBTQ people swept the country in the 1980s, higher
education became nearly as inhospitable (Beemyn, 2003; Marine, 2011). Besides the embattled
SHL affiliated organizations advocated for by LGBTQ student activists and a few short-lived
and underfunded resource offices, colleges and universities provided minimal support to their
sexual minority and gender nonconforming students (D’Augelli, 1989; Marine, 2011). Along
with continuing efforts to restrict LGBTQ student groups and associations, additional actions
which contributed to reinforcing heterosexism and homophobia at colleges and universities also
resulted in LGBTQ-identified administrators and faculty members suffering exclusion and
discrimination (Dilley, 2002a, 2002b). Experiencing the same heteronormative, oppressive
climate as their minority students, LGBTQ faculty and staff recognized that unless the barriers of
intolerance, prejudice, and resistance were challenged and dismantled within higher education,
LGBTQ people would never achieve inclusion or full participation in their campus communities
(Dilley, 2002a; Marine, 2011).

QUEERING THE BIBLE BELT

25

During a time in which the AIDS epidemic marshalled a period of renewed
homophobia reinforced by conservative and religious propaganda (Dilley, 2002a; Marine, 2011),
many members of the LGBTQ community were forced to return to the closet, widening the
chasm of “indifference and not-so-veiled intolerance of the large society” (D’Augelli, 1989, p.
136). Consequently, the need for safe spaces on college campuses, particularly for LGBTQ
students, became paramount (Evans, 2002). As hatred and bias infiltrated college and university
campuses during the 1980s, LGBTQ higher education administrators and faculty recognized that
the time had arrived to combat this oppression by supporting their LGBTQ students directly
(D’Augelli, 1989).
Understanding that heterosexism would thrive if community members remained
marginalized and silenced (Beemyn, 2003), LGBTQ administrators and faculty members started
speaking out against oppression at colleges and universities (Dilley, 2002a, 2002b; Marine,
2011). Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, early taskforces were established to assess campus
climate for LGBTQ students (Renn, 2010; Tierney & Dilley, 1998), studies which were often
facilitated by LGBTQ campus community members themselves. Findings indicated that this
population had been subjected to an oppressive, homophobic climate perpetuated by
misunderstanding, fear, and intolerance at the height of the new socially conservative era in the
United States (Rankin, 1998).
In response to these research findings, LGBTQ administrators and faculty members
demanded that colleges and universities provide safe spaces and inclusive programming for
LGBTQ students, recognizing that institutional change would not occur until their own power as
a community was seen (D’Augelli, 1989). At first, some institutions created LGBTQ support
offices, staffed minimally with limited operating budgets, and often affiliated with larger
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divisions such as existing multicultural centers or student life departments (Beemyn, 2002). The
mission of these offices was to provide safe spaces for LGBTQ students seeking relief from the
oppressive campus climate they experienced (Dilley, 2002a; Marine, 2011). Depending on the
degree of institutional support they received, these offices would later expand to include
resources such as mentoring programs (Kraig, 1998) and counseling services (Perez et al., 2000).
In some cases, staff members working for LGBTQ offices would also assist in advising LGBTQ
student organizations and educate the larger campus community on topics related to sexual
orientation and gender identity (Mallory, 1998; Ward, 1998). The activities and functions of
these early LGBTQ support offices not only demonstrated the need for such services but also
provided the blueprint for what would later become the modern pride center.
Another forerunner to the pride center, Safe Zones, emerged on college campuses in the
early 1990s as a result of advocacy work by LGBTQ administrators and faculty members
(Evans, 2002; Hothem & Keene, 1998). First founded in 1992 at Ball State University, Safe
Zones was originally known as “Safe on Campus” and was initially developed to provide a safe
space for LGBTQ students seeking to access resources and support without fear of campus
rejection or homophobia (Hothem & Keene, 1998; Sanlo et al., 2002). Safe Zones programs were
often situated in LGBTQ support offices and facilitated by student affairs administrators
(Hothem & Keene, 1998). By participating, LGBTQ students were accessing the support and
resources they needed to be successful in college. Because “success for LGBTQ students is
affected by their feelings of safety and support, ability to make friends, feeling welcomed by
staff, faculty, and other students, accessibility to LGBTQ services, and the presence of LGBTQ
role models on campus” (Angeli, 2009, p. 2), Safe Zones programs and the LGBTQ support
offices which sponsored them helped meet an unfulfilled need for students identifying as sexual
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or gender identity minorities (Sanlo et al., 2002; Zemsky, 2004). Today, most Safe Zones
programs are housed in divisions of student affairs and administered by pride centers.
Throughout the 1990s, LGBTQ support offices continued providing previously
unavailable and specialized resources to LGBTQ students (Beemyn, 2002) while fostering a
stronger sense of community for LGBTQ administrators and faculty members (Marine, 2011). In
the process, LGBTQ people became more visible to each other and to heterosexual staff, faculty,
and students (Sanlo et al., 2002). However, LGBTQ administrators and faculty members
recognized that if heterosexism and homophobia were to be dismantled in higher education, it
was not enough to simply provide support to LGBTQ students (Broido, 2000). To meaningfully
combat oppression and foster inclusivity for all members of the LGBTQ campus community,
heterosexual staff, faculty, and students would need to be educated on LGBTQ issues so that
they could become allies to their colleagues and peers in the LGBTQ civil rights movement
(Beemyn, 2002; Broido, 2000; Zemsky, 2004). Occurring during a period of social change and
progress for LGBTQ people, this consolidation of allies and institutional support in higher
education would ultimately lead to a boom in pride center growth over the next two decades.
Rise of Allyship, Institutional Support, and Social Change: 1990s and 2000s
Working together, LGBTQ administrators and faculty members had launched new
services in the 1990s for their LGBTQ college students, providing necessary developmental
support, safety, and a stronger sense of community for this minority population (Beemyn, 2002;
Marine, 2011). However, the scope of these new services was not sufficient for challenging
institutional oppression experienced by LGBTQ individuals because heterosexism and
homophobia are perpetuated by heterosexual staff, faculty, and students, not the minority
population itself (Dilley, 2002a, 2002b; Rankin, 2003). Only by educating non-LGBTQ campus
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members on social justice and promoting straight allyship could institutional oppression be
dismantled and existing programs and resources expand into fully operational pride centers that
would thrive in higher education (Poynter & Washington, 2005; Sanlo, 2000).
Because institutional change in higher education occurs gradually (Brauer, 2012), efforts
among LGBTQ staff, faculty, and students to foster allyship and secure support from their
heterosexual colleagues and classmates moved slowly in the 1990s and 2000s, building upon the
progress achieved by decades of activism from their predecessors (Angeli, 2009; Marine, 2011).
As LGBTQ student groups persisted, maintaining existing chapters and seeking new recognition
from many colleges and universities across the country, they helped promote the reality that
LGBTQ students existed, mattered, and needed support at every level of their institutions
(Beemyn, 2003; Marine, 2011). Meanwhile, LGBTQ staff and faculty used existing resources to
petition their college and university administrations for recognition, support, and funding,
serving on advisory committees and taskforces to provide guidance to institutional leaders on
challenges faced by LGBTQ people and bringing concerns of campus climate to the forefront
(Dilley, 2002a; Rankin, 1998, 2003).
During this twenty-year period, existing programs sponsored by LGBTQ student support
offices also widened their focus, continuing to provide direct services to LGBTQ students, a
priority post-Stonewall, but now educating heterosexual campus community members on the
needs of sexual and gender minorities (Beemyn, 2002). Specifically, Safe Zones, the program
originally designed to create safe spaces for LGBTQ students, evolved into a training program in
order to educate heterosexual individuals on the importance of LGBTQ issues and provide them
with strategies on how to become supportive allies (Evans, 2002; Evans & Broido, 2005).
Because the success of LGBTQ programs and initiatives depended on supportive allies,
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scholarly literature also began exploring the significant impact that non-LGBTQ staff, faculty,
and students could have on the success of their LGBTQ peers. Literature in the 1990s focused
specifically on strategies that heterosexual allies could employ to provide safe space for LGBTQ
people on campus (Evans & Levine, 1990; Lark, 1998; Washington & Evans, 1991), promote
full inclusion and acceptance (Levine & Curreton, 1998), and foster their own healthy
heterosexual ally development (Eliason, 1995; Gelberg & Chojnacki, 1995; Sullivan, 1998). One
leading strategy that emerged involved allocating financial and human resources toward a more
visible, campus-wide initiative that would serve the LGBTQ-related needs of an entire college or
university: the pride center.
As a result, between 2000 and 2010 a wave of institutional support in the form of new
services, programs, and resources for LGBTQ students arose in higher education (Angeli, 2009;
Bazarsky & Sanlo, 2011; Evans et al., 2010). The literature indicates that much of this growth
could be attributed to the important role that heterosexual members of the campus community
began playing to support LGBTQ college students (Kessler, 2011; Ottenritter, 2012). When
combined with the presence and activity of LGBTQ student groups, advocacy of LGBTQ staff
and faculty sitting on executive advisory boards and taskforces, expansion of existing programs
like Safe Zones, and growth of scholarly literature focusing on allyship, the “chilly campus
climate” (Hall & Sandler, 1984 p. 5) experienced for so long by many LGBTQ people began to
thaw and provided the necessary springboard for increased institutional support and exponential
growth of pride centers that would follow in the early twenty-first century.
In addition to these factors, the growth of allyship and expansion of LGBTQ student
services and pride centers in higher education were also fueled by social changes beginning in
the 1990s (Marine, 2011). Since colleges and universities are often a microcosm of larger society
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(Porter, 1998), social progress and legal challenges on the national scene specifically regarding
LGBTQ civil rights influenced the expansion of institutional support and services in higher
education (Dilley, 2002a; Marine, 2011). In 1992, for example, a ballot initiative advocated for
by anti-LGBTQ groups in Oregon, would have prohibited colleges and universities from
accessing state funds to financially support any programming that “promoted, encouraged, or
facilitated homosexuality” (Keisling, 1992, p. 93). The initiative failed with 56% of nay votes to
43% aye votes (Dilley, 2002a, 2002b). In 1996, three law students at UW-Madison sued the
University when its administration imposed mandatory student fees that would provide financial
support to all student organizations, including equal funding for LGBTQ student groups
(Beemyn, 2003; Cain, 2000; Marine, 2011). The U.S. District Court for the Western District of
Wisconsin and 7th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals ruled in favor of the three law students, but the
decision was ultimately overturned by the U.S. Supreme Court in March 2000 (Bazarsky &
Sanlo, 2011; Cain, 2000).
In October 1998, the murder of Matthew Shepard, a gay student from the University of
Wyoming, received significant media coverage and brought national attention to hate crimes
both in higher education and nationally and to the inadequacy of legislation at the state and
federal level. This public scrutiny culminated in the passage of the Matthew Shepard and James
Byrd Jr. Hate Crime Prevention Act in 2009 (Angeli, 2009; Petersen, 2011), expanding the 1969
U.S. federal hate crime law to include crimes motivated by a victim’s actual or perceived gender,
sexual orientation, gender identity or disability (Stout, 2009).
Combined with the decades-long efforts of LGBTQ staff, faculty, and students to foster
inclusivity at their colleges and universities, the social shift in national dialogue provided the
necessary environment to strengthen allyship and increase institutional support in higher
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education (Marine, 2011; Rankin, 2003). For the first time, comprehensive studies on LGBTQ
campus climate were being conducted (Rankin, 1998, 2003; Rankin & Reason, 2008; Rankin et
al., 2010), and in response to findings and in consultation with their advisory boards, university
administrations were funding student programming, revising nondiscrimination policies and
domestic partner benefits, and expanding LGBTQ services (Beemyn, 2002; Marine, 2011). By
1997, the number of campuses with LGBTQ advocacy groups had grown from 11% of all
campuses in 1978 to 40% (Levine & Curreton, 1998). By 2006, sixty colleges and universities
had established standalone LGBTQ pride centers (Rankin & Reason, 2008).
Increased allyship and institutional support among heterosexual administrators, faculty,
and students in the 1990s and 2000s prompted more access and services to students identifying
as LGBTQ (Rankin et al., 2010). As allies began challenging heterosexism and homophobia,
often by leading Safe Zone programs, participating in diversity trainings, counseling and
mentoring LGBTQ students, advocating for victims of discrimination and harassment, and
training others to also become allies (Broido, 2000; Russell & Horne, 2009), social structures
perpetuating oppression in higher education were laid bare and the need for pride centers became
increasingly more evident (Marine, 2011).
Growth of Pride Centers: 2010 to Present
Pursuing the establishment of pride centers has become best practice in higher education
over the last decade (Woodford & Kulick, 2015). Following recommendations from national
studies on LGBTQ campus climate, higher education administrators and faculty members have
strived to adapt and improve institutional resources while introducing new programs and
initiatives, building upon the progress of their predecessors over the last five decades and
localizing them under college or university pride centers (Beemyn & Rankin, 2011; Patton et al.,
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2011). Since 2010, many colleges and universities have established pride centers and aligned
them with existing LGBTQ resources, including Safe Zone programs, mentoring and counseling
groups, and advisory committees (Woodford & Kulick, 2015). In addition, student affairs
professionals working in pride centers have been on the forefront of educating their campus
communities on pressing issues such as heterosexual privilege (Case et al., 2014), LGBTQ
microaggressions (Chang & Chung, 2015; Nadal et al., 2016), and online harassment and
bullying (Kota et al., 2014; Tynes et al., 2013) through new trainings and workshops.
Research continues to show that LGBTQ students are most successful when they
experience a positive campus climate that fosters safety, involvement, and inclusion. The growth
of pride centers – and their services, programs, and resources offered – increases the likelihood
that LGBTQ students will experience the benefits of a positive campus climate in the twenty-first
century (Rankin et al., 2010). Despite the inherent value and necessity of this progress, LGBTQ
students are an evolving and increasingly complex demographic with changing needs (Budge et
al., 2016). Because of their complexity, fostering positive campus climate, dismantling
heterosexist structures, and socially transforming higher education to benefit LGBTQ students
will demand institutional flexibility, particularly among heterosexual administrators and faculty
members (Evans et al., 2010). The success or failure of pride centers in higher education will
now largely depend on the adaptability of administrators and faculty to meet the evolving needs
of current LGBTQ students (Budge et al., 2016; Woodford et al., 2014; Woodford et al., 2018).
As described earlier, the impacts of campus climate and the history of LGBTQ student
services in higher education provide important context for understanding the sociocultural and
political challenges that have influenced the formation of pride centers at colleges and
universities across the United States. The remainder of this chapter will now turn to pride centers
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themselves and their function, services, and programs as well as their current status in higher
education.
LGBTQ Pride Centers
LGBTQ pride centers are institutionally funded spaces designed specifically to provide
services for college students identifying as sexual or gender minorities (Evans & Wall, 2000;
Marine, 2011; Sanlo et al., 2002) and supervised by at least one full-time professional
administrator (Consortium of Higher Education LGBT Resource Professionals, 2019). In
addition to offering resources directly to LGBTQ students, many pride centers also offer
sexuality and gender education programming to heterosexual and cisgender campus community
members in order to promote allyship, solidarity, and inclusivity at colleges and universities
across the United States (Beemyn, 2002; Marine, 2011; Sanlo, 2000; Sanlo et al., 2002).
Depending on their overall mission, geographic location, and availability of funding, pride
centers can vary by campus regarding the scope of their function, often expanding beyond direct
student services to engage in student advocacy, faculty support initiatives including training,
fundraising, and partnership building within and off campus (Beemyn, 2002; Ottenritter, 2012).
Pride centers can also differ by campus regarding their name (Sanlo, 2000). For example,
in one study of 48 pride centers, Beemyn (2002) found that most pride centers used the term
“LGBT Campus Resource Center” to market their campus services; a small minority of centers
adopted terms such as “Queer” or “Stonewall” to describe their centers (Sanlo, 2000). For the
purpose of this dissertation, the term “pride center” has been used given its prevalence in
academic literature.
The capacity for a college or university to establish and sustain a pride center is highly
dependent on its financial resources, institutional commitment to diversity and social justice, and
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strategic planning and evaluation priorities. Regardless of these factors, however, pride centers
are least likely to be established or thrive at institutions located in socially conservative regions
of the United States (Broadhurst et al., 2018).
In 2019, the Consortium of Higher Education LGBT Resource Professionals – a
nationwide student affairs organization focused on supporting professionals who work directly
with LGBTQ students – reported that only 5% of public and private colleges and universities in
the United States currently have a pride center established at their institution. Regional location
of a college or university can indicate the likelihood of pride center establishment. The
proportion of established pride centers to total number of public institutions is highest in the
Northeast, Midwest/Great Lakes, and Western United States, significantly lower in the MidAtlantic/Southern United States, and lowest in the Bible Belt. (Consortium of Higher Education
LGBT Resource Professionals, 2019; National Center for Education Statistics, 2019).3
LGBTQ Pride Center Services and Programs
Fostering a positive and supportive campus climate is necessary for the overall success
and well-being of students at colleges and universities, particularly for those individuals
identifying from marginalized or oppressed backgrounds (Hurtado, 1992; Woodford & Kulick,
2015). For LGBTQ students, this requires the implementation of services and programs which
promote their academic success and encourage healthy personal development while, at the same
time, address and combat concerns of campus discrimination and harassment, institutional
heterosexism, and social exclusion (Evans, 2000; Nadal et al., 2011; Rankin, 2006). Since the
first LGBTQ pride center opened at the University of Michigan in the fall of 1971, pride centers
have often been the central location for these services and programs at colleges and universities

3

See Table 1 on page 3 for percentage of public institutions with pride centers by geographic region.
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(Marine, 2011; Sanlo et al., 2002).
Depending on their institutional mission and funding, the specific services and programs
offered by pride centers will vary from one college or university to another. According to
Zemsky (2004), pride centers offer many of the following services: (1) Safe Zones programming;
(2) LGBTQ orientation programs for new students; (3) counseling and mentoring support
groups; (4) LGBTQ club advising (e.g., Alliance); (5) leadership development institutes; (6)
admissions recruitment of LGBTQ students; (7) social and educational events; and (8) special
recognition ceremonies for LGBTQ graduates. Because the availability of financial and staff
resources is dependent on institutional support, the ability of pride centers to provide these or
additional services will also vary among centers (Nguyen et al., 2018; Sanlo et al., 2002).
Directors typically oversee the activities of college and university pride centers
(Kortegast & Van der Toorn, 2018). In Our Place on Campus: Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and
Transgender Services and Programs in Higher Education, Sanlo et al. (2002) note:
The Director plans, directs, and implements campus student affairs programs to, for, and
about the LGBT campus community. Specific programmatic responsibilities include
functional areas such as outreach, recruitment, and retention; campus and university
relations; advising; crisis counseling; and training and education of the campus
community related to LGBT issues. (p. 209)
Charged with extensive responsibilities ranging from supervision and management to facilitation
and coordinated outreach, pride center directors plan and implement numerous services and
programs across college and university campuses (Mundy, 2018). While the scope of each
director’s role will vary by institution, resource allocation, and campus climate, the director’s
main objective is always to provide services and programs which support the development and
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success of LGBTQ students (Sanlo, 2000). Because most centers are housed within student
affairs, the director will typically report to the vice president of student affairs, dean of students,
or assistant vice president of student life (Sanlo, 2000; Sanlo et al., 2002).
The creation and sustainability of specific pride center services and programs is highly
dependent on who regularly accesses them. In Ritchie and Banning’s (2001) study of pride
centers, 95% of their respondents reported that both heterosexual and LGBTQ students, faculty,
and staff utilize services. As a result, pride center directors and staff members focus on
implementing beneficial services and programs which are geared towards supporting the unique
needs of both heterosexual and LGBTQ populations (Ritchie & Banning, 2001).
For heterosexual students, faculty, and staff, services and programs focus on fostering
allyship development, classroom inclusivity, and advocacy (Beemyn, 2002). In major studies of
campus pride centers, no center reported that it exclusively served LGBTQ people. Instead, most
center efforts focus on outreach to heterosexual campus community members (Beemyn, 2002;
Ritchie & Banning, 2001). Because one of the major goals for conducting this outreach is to
foster community-building and to promote allyship, pride centers have developed opportunities
for heterosexual individuals to participate in LGBTQ social and educational programming. These
programs can include semester kick-off events, various activities during LGBTQ history month,
faculty and staff inclusivity training workshops, learning communities, and ally support groups
(Jaekel, 2015; Sanlo et al., 2002).
For LGBTQ students, faculty, and staff, services and programs focus on fostering safe
space, healthy sexual and gender identity development, and identity enrichment (Sanlo et al.,
2002). While the first pride centers often focused exclusively on issues of safe space and healthy
sexual identity – particularly in the 1980s during the height of the AIDS epidemic (Dilley,
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2002b) – those established post-2000 are more transgender inclusive and provide specific
programming to address unique issues faced by the community, including access to gender
neutral campus housing and healthcare (Beemyn et al., 2005; Zemsky, 2004). Because the needs
of LGBTQ community members are diverse, pride centers must strive to offer services and
create programs which are inclusive of all sexual and gender identities (Rankin, 2006; Sanlo et
al., 2002).
Among the services previously described, Safe Zones is one of the most frequent
programs offered by pride centers and is designed to serve both LGBTQ and heterosexual
campus community members (Evans, 2002). In the three decades since its founding at Ball State
University in 1992, Safe Zones has evolved into a nationwide program dedicated to increasing
awareness of LGBTQ issues, building visible ally support networks, and encouraging outness
among sexual and gender identity minorities (Hothem & Keene, 1998; Garvey & Rankin, 2015;
Woodford et al., 2014).
Current Status in Higher Education
Since the Human Sexuality Office first opened its doors at the University of Michigan in
September 1971, pride centers have been established at 5% of public and private colleges and
universities across the United States (Consortium of Higher Education LGBT Resource
Professionals, 2019; Marine, 2011; Rankin et al., 2010). For nearly fifty years since their
creation, pride centers have evolved to meet the unique and challenging needs of LGBTQ
students, providing services and programs which help this minority student population thrive
academically and socially while also combatting heterosexist discrimination and oppression
experienced in higher education (Rankin et al., 2010; Woodford et al., 2018).
Because the needs of LGBTQ students and how they experience campus climate are
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constantly changing (Bazarsky & Sanlo, 2011), colleges and universities must be prepared to
establish, sustain, and expand pride center services and programs in order to effectively address
challenges facing sexual and gender minorities and promote campus inclusivity (Beemyn &
Rankin, 2011; Evans et al., 2010; Holland et al., 2013). Three institutional factors significantly
influence the likelihood of pride center establishment and sustainability as well as the expansion
and success of LGBTQ services and programs: (1) funding; (2) commitment to diversity and
social justice; and (3) strategic planning and evaluation (Garvey et al., 2014; Pitcher et al., 2018;
Rankin et al., 2010; Williams, 2013).
The ability of a college or university to establish and sustain a pride center is highly
dependent on its financial resources (Beemyn, 2002; Pitcher et al., 2018; Rankin et al., 2010).
While stable, sufficient funding will increase the likelihood of pride center success and
expansion, other unmet needs will often lead to reduction of LGBTQ services and programs or
merger with other departments (e.g., diversity and multicultural affairs centers). In cases in
which budgetary constraints call for staff cutbacks or institutional retrenchment, a pride center
may close indefinitely (Bazarsky & Sanlo, 2011; Woodford et al., 2018).
Pride center funding varies widely by institution (Rankin et al., 2010; Sanlo et al., 2002).
In one study of eight pride centers, Ritchie and Banning (2001) found that each center received
most of its funding from the central budget of its institution but needed to supplement its
financial resources with additional fundraising. In a second study of 48 pride centers, Beemyn
(2002) indicated that 35 centers also received most of their funding from their college or
university’s central budget but only 25% of centers needed to supplement their budgets with
revenue generated from student fees, alumni donations, and grants. The pride centers studied by
Ritchie and Banning (2001) and Beemyn (2002) operate at higher education institutions varying
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widely in financial resources (e.g., state appropriations, endowments, fundraising).
Consequently, the ability of these and other pride centers to sustain and expand their services is
highly dependent on the unique financial constraints of their hosting college or university
(Rankin et al., 2010; Woodford et al., 2018), especially today in an era of fiscal challenges and
limited human resources (Mundy, 2018).
Although a pride center is more likely to succeed if it is operating at a financially solvent
institution, the college or university funding the center must also demonstrate commitment to
diversity and social justice if LGBTQ programs and services are to be successfully offered and
expanded (Pitcher et al., 2018; Rankin et al., 2010; Zemsky, 2004). When a pride center is not
sufficiently funded – particularly at a college or university that has the fiscal assets to do so – it
is reflective of that institution’s lack of commitment to diversity, social justice, and supporting
LGBTQ students (Fine, 2012; Rankin et al., 2010; Zemsky & Sanlo, 2005). In this type of
campus climate, staffing a pride center while maintaining its current services is challenging and
risky; expanding its services is nearly impossible (Bazarsky & Sanlo, 2011).
In socially conservative regions of the country, specifically southern states (e.g.,
Kentucky, Mississippi, and others informally associated with the “Bible Belt”), the likelihood of
establishing, sustaining, and expanding a pride center decreases significantly (Broadhurst et al.,
2018; Fine, 2012). Because conservative, evangelical Protestantism highly influences political
discourse surrounding state funding for public institutions, including colleges and universities,
heterosexism and homophobia can indirectly impact a higher education institution’s ability to
successfully implement comprehensive programming and services for LGBTQ students (Nadal
et al., 2016; Stein, 2012). Even in cases in which its institutional mission publicly commits to
promoting diversity and social justice for all students, a college or university in this conservative
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region of the country may face political pressure not to spend public funding on the
establishment of a pride center or other LGBTQ services (Fine, 2012; Marine, 2011).
Consequently, most pride centers are disproportionally concentrated at colleges and universities
in New England, the Midwest/Great Lakes region, and Western United States (Fine, 2012).
While institutional funding and commitment to diversity and social justice are critical for
pride center establishment, LGBTQ centers and other campus diversity initiatives can only be
embedded into institutional structure and sustained if higher education administrators at the
highest levels, including the presidency, plan for their long-term success (Smith & Wolf-Wendel,
2005). Kezar (2007) argues that “positional leaders such as college presidents are able to impact
the entire institution based on their authority and have several mechanisms they can leverage to
create change—for example, control of the budget, planning processes, hiring, and evaluation”
(p. 414). When two of these mechanisms, strategic planning and evaluation, are leveraged by the
president to prioritize diversity initiatives and services (e.g., cultural or pride centers), the
likelihood of success significantly increases (Kezar, 2007; Williams, 2013).
When a strategic plan is developed and released by a president, it publicly demonstrates
the priorities and goals of executive leadership and provides context for how resources and assets
will be allocated in the future (Williams, 2013). If that strategic plan incorporates priorities and
goals focusing on diversity, inclusion, and equity, resources and assets are more likely to be
allocated to initiatives and services which will directly assist the institution in meeting its stated
objectives (Barnhardt et al., 2018). Because the president will always seek to fulfill their
strategic plan, a pride center is most likely to succeed at a college or university where strategic
goals addressing diversity and social justice are prioritized (Kezar, 2007) and, similar to other
student and academic affairs offices, a structure for evaluation and outcome assessment is
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embedded institutionally (Aaron & Busby, 2016; Smith & Wolf-Wendel, 2005).
LGBTQ pride centers have been established at colleges and universities for the purpose
of providing services and safe spaces to students identifying as sexual minorities. Early
supporters and activists, often facing objections from educational, political, and religious leaders,
publicly advocated for the needs of LGBTQ students in order to secure funding, space, and
campus support for pride centers.
As a result of this social activism and later studies on campus climate, pride centers have
grown exponentially in the last two decades, expanding programs and resources to also meet the
evolving needs of transgender students while fostering allyship among heterosexual and
cisgender campus community members. Today, the continued establishment and success of
LGBTQ pride centers at colleges and universities is highly dependent on institutional funding,
commitment to diversity and social justice, and strategic planning and evaluation.
Gaps in Literature and Rationale for Study Restated
The effects of campus climate and complex history of LGBTQ student services in higher
education provide important context when considering the sociocultural and political challenges
that emerge when pride centers are established. As described earlier, LGBTQ pride centers are
more likely to be established at public colleges and universities in regions of the country where
conservative, evangelical Protestantism is least represented, including New England, the
Midwest/Great Lakes, and Western United States (Consortium of Higher Education LGBT
Resource Professionals, 2019; Fine, 2012). It is known from the literature that pride center
establishment and long-term success is highly contingent on institutional funding, commitment
to diversity and social justice, and strategic planning and evaluation – and that these conditions
are less prevalent at colleges and universities in the Bible Belt.
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It is not known in the literature, however, as to why 28 public higher education
institutions have successfully established pride centers in the Bible Belt where social and
religious conservatism highly influences cultural and political discourse regarding state funding
and support for public colleges and universities. Because student affairs professionals have
historically played a role in pride center development, I believed that studying the experiences of
these professionals who had assisted in the establishment of pride centers in the Bible Belt would
uncover successful strategies that could be adopted by other administrators seeking to create
centers in conservative regions of the country. This study sought to examine these experiences in
order to identify successful strategies while contributing new knowledge to the existing literature
on LGBTQ campus climate, student services, and pride centers.
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CHAPTER 3:

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Overview of Research Design
The purpose of this narrative inquiry study was to examine the experiences of student
affairs professionals who had participated in the successful establishment of pride centers at
public four-year institutions in the Bible Belt in order to identify successful strategies that could
be adopted by other administrators with similar goals. As the researcher, I utilized a narrative
inquiry design that included semi-structured interviewing of 20 student affairs professionals
because it enabled me to directly study the experiences of these participants and their
involvement with pride center development. Narrative inquiry also allowed me to move beyond
simply studying a participant’s experience and actually created space where an individual could
share their own story as they envisioned it and I, as the researcher, could understand and examine
it through their perspective.
Because I sought to understand the unique challenges of establishing pride centers in the
Bible Belt, narrative inquiry was the optimal research approach as it allowed me to consider the
“relationship between individual experience and cultural context” (Etherington, 2013, slide 3) in
the socially conservative Bible Belt and focus specifically on unique challenges in this region of
the country. As a research design which captures “lived experience in its most authentic form”
(Hammack, 2011, p. 316) and contextualizes those experiences, narrative inquiry allowed me to
delve holistically into the personal, social, and political experiences of my participants.
I used semi-structured interviewing as my method for data collection because I was able
to flexibly adapt my predetermined questions and topics in order to encourage my participants to
share their stories and experiences as comfortably and thoroughly as possible. This also enabled
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my participants to answer questions in ways that would allow them to elicit their own meanings
from their experiences without leading them too much as the researcher. I then transcribed the
data collected from these semi-structured interviews and thematically coded them during data
analysis because this allowed me to recognize patterns and themes shared among my
participants.
Theoretical Framework
I used queer theory as my framework to examine the experiences of student affairs
professionals who participated in the establishment of LGBTQ pride centers in the Bible Belt.
Queer theory is a theoretical perspective which examines society through the lens of
heteronormativity. By critiquing concepts of truth which have been influenced by traditional
understandings of gender and sexuality, the effects of heteronormativity on the experiences of
marginalized populations can be deconstructed (Smith, 2009).
Renn (2010) argues that applications of queer theory can capture the multifaceted layers
of LGBTQ experience in higher education by providing a theoretical lens in which to examine
power and privilege embedded both within higher education itself and those individuals within
the structure. “Queering” (see title of my dissertation) refers to the act of applying this approach
in one’s research in order to identify the effects of heteronormativity and heterosexism on lived
experiences (Jagose, 1996). Using this approach as my foundational theoretical framework, I
examined how these individuals disrupted the institutional norms at their colleges and
universities by establishing pride centers for LGBTQ college students. Because queer theory
considers the causal relationship between heterosexism and the formation of oppressive power
relations (Browne & Nash, 2010), it was a valuable lens through which I viewed the challenges
associated with implementing support services (e.g., pride centers) designed to combat
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heterosexist oppression.
Queer theory provided a strong theoretical foundation for my research methodology. It
was the perspective that I used when developing my research questions and interview protocol.
As a theoretical framework which contextualizes the experiences of individuals seeking to
disrupt institutional norms (Pinar, 1998), queer theory also informed my use of narrative inquiry
because it allowed me to uncover the meaning that my participants made out of their own
experiences. It is a framework which emphasizes the importance of hearing the voice of the
individual (Pinar, 1998), particularly the voices of individuals engaged in social justice activism
which challenges hegemonic beliefs and empowers oppressed minorities (Duong, 2012; Kirsch,
2001). As such, queer theory guided me in developing a narrative inquiry study and interview
protocol which emphasized the individual voices of my participants and their unique
contributions to pride center development in the Bible Belt, paying special attention to their
experiences of challenging hegemony and supporting oppressed LGBTQ individuals.
Queer theory also provided necessary theoretical context for collecting and analyzing my
research findings. While “queering” the experiences of student affairs professionals, it was
important to consider not only the lived experiences of my participants (Jagose, 1996) but also
the root causes for structural heteronormativity (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003) that my participants
negotiated in their work. As a perspective which allows the researcher to study how
heteronormativity is rooted within institutional structure, queer theory allowed me to explore
how my participants challenged the socially-constructed “otherness” of LGBTQ individuals
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2003) and successfully created space and visibility for this population within
that structure (Mayo, 2007). Finally, as a framework which considers the social identities of
individuals engaged in social justice activism alongside the oppressed minorities they support –
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and how the social identities of both might intersect within a heteronormative structure (Morland
& Willox, 2005) – queer theory is both a perspective for viewing participant and minority
experiences and a resource for engaging in identity-based activism (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003).
Sampling Method
I used purposive homogeneous sampling chosen by snowball method in order to identify
participants of my narrative inquiry study. Because I needed to focus on a very specific
population of 20 student affairs professionals involved in the establishment of a small number of
higher education pride centers in the Bible Belt, participants were purposively selected based on
these characteristics. I limited institution type to public four-year colleges and universities in
order to provide an additional control for data comparability.
Sampling was homogeneous because all participants had experienced the same
phenomenon of developing pride centers in the Bible Belt. I used a snowball sampling strategy
because this population of student affairs professionals is difficult to identify, and it was more
likely that participants knew other potential participants also engaged in pride center
development. Because I was also limiting myself to one geographic area in the United States,
participants would most likely know each other as members of a relatively small sampling frame.
At first, I identified one individual (using the Consortium of Higher Education LGBT
Resource Professionals directory of LGBTQ pride centers) who met the criteria for participation
selection. This individual agreed to serve as the initial participant of my study and provided me
with six referrals.
The following criteria was used for participation selection:
•

Each participant needed to be a currently practicing, previously practicing, or retired
student affairs professional.
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Each participant needed to currently work or had previously worked in student affairs at
a public four-year college or university in the Bible Belt.

•

Each participant needed to have played a contributing role in pride center establishment
at the public four-year college or university in which they currently or had previously
worked in the Bible Belt. The pride center established needed to be an institutionally
funded space designed specifically to provide services to LGBTQ students, supervised
by at least one full-time professional administrator, established at least five years ago,
and currently operational at the college or university.

In order to recruit participants for my study, I undertook the following steps during my sampling
process:
1. I sent prospective study participants a standardized email (see Appendix A) informing
them that they were referred to my study by a current participant. In this email I briefly
described my study and invited prospective study participants to a prescreening phone
call which would last for approximately five to ten minutes.
2. If prospective study participants agreed to participate in prescreening phone calls, I
scheduled and conducted each phone call using a standardized prescreening protocol (see
Appendix B). This protocol was used to determine if prospective participants met the
basic criteria for my study. If any prospective study participant declined to participate in
a prescreening phone call, I sent a follow-up email asking if they could identify other
prospective participants for my study.
3. For those prospective participants who met the criteria for the study (based on the
prescreening phone calls) and agreed to participate in my study, I sent them an email (see
Appendix C) containing the informed consent form (see Appendix D) which identified
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the purpose and expectations for my study. In this email, I confirmed our interview time
and asked the participant for referrals identifying prospective study participants. The
participant signed and returned the informed consent form to me via email. If any
prospective study participant did not meet the criteria for the study or declined to
participate following the prescreening, I asked for referrals during the phone call.
4. Snowball sampling (Steps 1, 2, and 3) was repeated until the sample size for the study (n
= 20) was reached.
Sampling for this study occurred over a four-month period. After identifying my first
initial participant using the Consortium of Higher Education LGBTQ Resource Professionals
directory of LGBTQ pride centers, he provided me with six referrals (five of whom agreed to
participate in prescreening phone calls). These five prospective participants met the criteria for
participant selection and all five consented to participate in the study. Among these five study
participants, I received 12 unique referrals. After completing prescreening phone calls with these
12 prospective participants, I determined that each met the criteria for participant selection. All
12 individuals initially agreed to participate in the study but two ultimately needed to drop out
because of time constraints, leaving me with 10 new study participants.
At this stage, I had recruited for 16 of the 20 participants for my study. In order to
identify four more participants, I relied on additional referrals from the 10 newest study
participants. Among these 10 individuals, I received an additional eight unique referrals (in total
I received 15 referrals but many of these individuals had already participated in my study or had
been previously referred). Prescreening phone calls were conducted with all eight of the
remaining referrals, six of whom met the criteria for participant selection.
Of these six, I selected the first four individuals who could be scheduled for study
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participation. At this point the sample size (n = 20) was reached. As a result, I informed the
remaining two referrals who had met the criteria for participant selection that the study was at
capacity but that I would contact them if a spot became available. No participant dropped out of
the study beyond this point and therefore these referrals were never contacted again and no other
referrals for the study were sought.
Description of Sample
All 20 participants of this narrative inquiry study were student affairs professionals
currently working in higher education at 4-year public universities in the Bible Belt. Participants
were sampled from 12 institutions across seven states. Among the 12 colleges and universities,
two were small institutions (< 5,000 undergraduates); six were medium-sized institutions (5,00015,000 undergraduates); and four were large institutions (> 15,000 undergraduates).
Geographically, three institutions were located in rural areas, four institutions were located in
suburban areas, and five institutions were located in urban areas. One institution was a
historically Black university, and no institutions were religiously affiliated. Of the 12
institutions, 10 were classified as research universities. The average length of time to establish a
pride center was seven years.
Among the 20 participants, 16 identified as White, two identified as Black, one identified
as Asian, and one identified as Hispanic. In terms of gender, eight identified as men (including
one as a queer man), 10 identified as women (including three as queer women), and two
identified as transgender. Demographics surrounding sexual orientation was not formally
collected but during the course of interviews, 12 participants self-identified as gay or lesbian,
three participants self-identified as heterosexual, one participant self-identified as bisexual, and
four participants did not disclose their sexual orientations.
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Participants varied widely in terms of their backgrounds as student affairs professionals,
including in their hierarchical roles, relationship to pride center development and supervision,
and years of service to their institutions. See Table 2 for the breakdown of race, gender, current
position title, position title at the time of pride center establishment, and total years of service for
each participant. All identifying details of participants have been kept confidential. Participant
names have been coded with unique pseudonyms and no institutions are identified in order to
protect participant identity.
Table 2
Study Participants
Participant

Race

Gender

Current Position Title

Role During Est.

Service

Kyle

White

Man

Executive Director

Director

34 years

Leo

White

Man

Director

Assistant Director

7 years

Vinny

White

Man

Director

Assistant Director

7 years

Maddy

White

Woman

Associate Director

Coordinator

5 years

Denise

White

Woman

Director

Associate Director

8 years

Lillie

White

Queer Woman

Coordinator

Assistant Coordinator

5 years

Beth

White

Woman

Coordinator

Assistant Coordinator

5 years

Jillian

White

Woman

Director

Assistant Director

10 years

Reba

Hispanic

Woman

Associate Vice President

Executive Director

15 years

Sandy

White

Transgender

Director

Coordinator

20 years

Henry

White

Man

Assistant Director

Coordinator

6 years

Luke

Asian

Man

Director

Assistant Director

9 years

Mona

White

Queer Woman

Director

Coordinator

6 years

Zack

White

Man

Executive Director

Director

12 years

Jenny

White

Queer Woman

Director

Coordinator

10 years

Ruth

White

Woman

Director

Counselor

13 years

Ben

White

Man

Assistant Dean

Director

20 years

Linda

White

Transgender

Director

Coordinator

15 years

Mary

Black

Woman

Assistant Vice President

Director

16 years

Paul

Black

Queer Man

Assistant Dean

Director

15 years

QUEERING THE BIBLE BELT

51
Data Collection

I selected semi-structured interviewing as my data collection technique for several
reasons. First, this allowed me as the researcher to prepare questions beforehand that would
guide the interview and stay focused on my three major research questions but also create
enough flexibility to encourage open-ended responses and two-way conversation with my
participants. Second, it gave me the ability to follow-up with participant answers to questions to
deepen clarity as well as the opportunity for them to tell their story without being bound by the
strict parameters of a fully-structured interview. Third, it allowed my participants to express their
individual voices and the space needed to help me uncover the meaning that they made out of
their experiences, a critical component not only to narrative inquiry but my theoretical
framework of queer theory.
The semi-structured interviews were conducted via telephone, Zoom, or Skype based on
the preference of each participant. Four interviews were conducted over the telephone, 14 were
conducted over Zoom, and the remaining two occurred via Skype. The semi-structured interview
protocol consisted of 14 interview questions and seven probing questions (see Appendix E). The
probing questions were used to facilitate further discussion with participants and clarification
when I needed it as the researcher. Participants were informed that interviews would last
approximately one hour. However, 19 of the 20 interviews lasted longer than one hour and seven
lasted for at least two hours. All interviews were recorded for transcription purposes using two
recording devices. Participants were informed that they could withdraw their consent to
participate at any time before or during the interview. No participants did so at any time.
Data collection began in March 2020 and concluded in June 2020. As such, it occurred
alongside the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic had a significant impact on
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my data collection in that the participants I recruited were in quarantine and working remotely
from home. Accordingly, many participants had flexible schedules and were amiable to
participating in all stages of the study with minimal scheduling conflicts.
Interviews went smoothly and led to positive conversations that gave each participant the
opportunity to tell their story while answering the questions presented in the interview protocol.
One interview needed to be conducted in two different sessions (one week apart) because the
participant had a previous engagement and could not accommodate the whole interview in one
session.
Notes were taken during all stages of data collection. During each interview I would
make notes to help my facilitation of the conversation and identify areas where I could ask
follow-up questions in real time. I used the opportunity immediately after each interview to write
reflective field notes that summarized my initial thoughts and impressions. Within two weeks of
completing an interview but before beginning the transcription process, I would listen to the
interview recording at least twice in order to write additional researcher memos. In most cases
my thoughts and impressions did not change from my initial field notes, but when they did I also
wrote an additional memo on why that was the case.
During the transcription process, I used an audio-to-text service provided by NVivo to
produce initial transcripts for each interview. To ensure accuracy of the NVivo-produced
transcripts, I listened to each interview recording multiple times in order to revise and correct
transcription errors. I repeated this process as necessary until interview transcripts were errorfree. Additional researcher memos were also written during the transcription process and
compiled with previously written memos and field notes to prepare for data coding and analysis.
Only I had access to the data collected. Each participant was assigned a random
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pseudonym using a name generator website. Hardcopy files were created where I stored
interview notes and researcher memos for each participant. These hardcopy files were kept in my
home office in a locked drawer. Electronic documents (including typed notes, NVivo files, and
interview transcripts) as well as audiotapes were kept password protected on my desktop
computer in my home office. All data collected will be retained for five years.
Data Analysis
Interview transcripts were thematically analyzed through the lens of queer theory. Data
collected was coded using NVivo software in order to identify patterns and themes. Researcher
memos were also reviewed and rewritten when necessary in order to expand upon my previous
thoughts and impressions. These memos helped me to gain clarity on the patterns and themes
which emerged for me as I analyzed and coded the interview transcripts.
Themes were analyzed to determine how they described the experiences of student affairs
professionals within the broader history of pride center establishment, highlighted sociocultural
challenges related to supporting LGBTQ students in higher education in the Bible Belt, and
identified best practices for pride center establishment in socially conservative regions of the
United States. I utilized Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six phases of thematic analysis in conjunction
with NVivo to generate initial codes and discern themes.
Queer theory provided the lens through which I could understand, analyze, and share how
my participants were successful in challenging heterosexism and the socially-constructed
“otherness” of LGBTQ individuals in order to establish and grow pride centers in the Bible Belt.
When “queering” the experiences of my participants and exploring their lived experiences shared
in this narrative inquiry study, I was able to frame their stories – and their successes in creating
space and visibility for LGBTQ individuals – within the context of the heteronormativity that is
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structurally rooted in higher education and perpetuated by hostile campus climates. As a result,
the stories of my participants were interpreted within the structural and social contexts of their
professional, political, and personal identities (Stephens & Breheny, 2013).
During data analysis, I considered the limitations of my narrative inquiry study.
Researcher bias and subjectivity can impact qualitative data analysis and measures must be taken
to recognize and minimize limitations (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019; Durdella, 2019). I knew that
my interest in designing, implementing, and interpreting qualitative research focusing on the
experiences of student affairs professionals who had developed LGBTQ pride centers was
influenced both by my own experiences as a gay student affairs professional and previous work
supporting this population at more socially liberal institutions. To address this limitation, I made
sure to acknowledge my researcher positionality, identity, and agenda both to myself and to my
research participants. In most cases, sharing this positionality with my participants helped me
build rapport because I shared similar values and identities with several of them. Recognizing
that I was studying a population with whom I share one or more similar identities and
experiences was key to developing strategies for overcoming my inherent biases and becoming a
more effective instrument of my research.
Role of the Researcher
As I reflect on my research methodology and role as the researcher, I know that the way I
chose to design, implement, and interpret this study has been influenced by my personal and
professional identities. As a gay person who came out in college, I am personally invested in the
challenges faced by LGBTQ people in society, particularly LGBTQ college students. As a
student affairs practitioner, I am professionally committed to supporting LGBTQ students and
strive to provide them the safe space and resources needed to be successful.
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The influence of personal and professional identities will inevitably result in biases and
preexisting assumptions. This presented a crucial question that I had to address in order to
preserve the integrity of my research study: how do I overcome my biases as a researcher? There
was no easy answer, but there were necessary steps I had to take.
First, recognizing that I was studying a population of participants with whom I share
similar identities and experiences was key to developing strategies for overcoming my inherent
biases. Otherwise, pretending that I was not connected to or influenced by the LGBTQ college
student experience or the student affairs profession would have undermined my research.
Second, I had to better understand my positionality as a researcher and my researcher
identity – and what that meant for this current study. As I consider positionality and identity, I
recognize that I am the instrument of my research. When I came out as gay my sophomore year
of college, the goal of challenging oppression and fighting to transform societal injustice came to
the forefront of my life – and I knew that I could contribute by telling my coming out story.
As a researcher and professional who is down in the trenches working with oppressed
students, this goal came to the forefront of my dissertation study as well as researcher position
and identity. I am a researcher who categorizes himself under the critical-ideological paradigm
and, like Ponterotto (2005) writes, I hope that my scholarly contributions can be that of
“emancipation and transformation, one in which the researcher’s proactive values are central to
the task, purpose, and methods of research” (p. 129). What I researched in this study has an end
goal – and that is to challenge the status quo surrounding how LGBTQ and other oppressed
students are treated at colleges and universities and transform their experiences so that they are
getting the best quality education and support possible.
Constant awareness of my goal and a deep commitment to carefully utilized research
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methods has helped keep my biases in check. This approach has allowed me to bring together the
experiences of many oppressed people to create a larger story of multiple perspectives which can
lead to powerful progress over oppression.
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CHAPTER 4:
RESEARCH FINDINGS
Voices from the Bible Belt:

Establishing Pride Centers in the Deep South
The purpose of this narrative inquiry study was to explore the experiences of student
affairs professionals who had participated in the unlikely yet successful establishment of LGBTQ
pride centers at public four-year colleges and universities in the socially conservative Bible Belt.
As discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, pride center establishment remains uncommon nationally and
least likely at public colleges and universities in the Bible Belt, particularly in areas where
cultural and political discourse surrounding state funding for public institutions is highly
influenced by conservative, evangelical Protestantism (Nadal et al., 2016; Stein, 2012).
Nevertheless, 28 pride centers have been successfully established by student affairs professionals
at public colleges and universities within the Bible Belt, indicating that strategies were
successfully employed to facilitate center development despite sociocultural influences
encouraging heterosexism and homophobia.
This narrative inquiry study addressed the following three research questions (RQs) to
better understand the role of each professional, challenges faced, and strategies employed during
pride center establishment:
RQ1: What role did student affairs professionals play in the establishment of LGBTQ
pride centers at public four-year colleges and universities in the Bible Belt?
RQ2: What sociocultural and political challenges did student affairs professionals
encounter as they advocated for pride center establishment at their southern public
college or university?
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RQ3: How did student affairs professionals overcome these sociocultural challenges in
order to assist in the establishment of pride centers in the Bible Belt?
This chapter presents the major findings obtained from semi-structured interviews with a
purposively selected group of student affairs professionals (n = 20) who played a pivotal role in
the creation and success of these LGBTQ pride centers in the Bible Belt.
Three major research findings emerged from this study, each answering one of the three
research questions. Finding 1 addresses the role student affairs professionals played in pride
center establishment. Finding 2 describes the sociocultural and political challenges encountered
by student affairs professionals during pride center establishment. Finally, Finding 3 reveals the
strategies employed by these professionals to overcome challenges faced and successfully
establish pride centers in the Bible Belt.
Queer theory, the theoretical framework utilized in this narrative inquiry study,
emphasizes the importance of hearing the voice of the individual (Pinar, 1998) – and particularly
the voices of individuals engaged in social justice activism (Duong, 2012; Kirsch, 2001). Queer
theory informed and strengthened my use of narrative inquiry as a methodology by giving my
participants the agency to tell their own stories. These stories are told through the voices of my
participants and recount experiences of disrupting institutional norms, combatting sociocultural
challenges and bigotry, and overcoming difficult odds to better support their LGBTQ students.
Using queer theory has allowed me as the researcher to uncover the meaning that my
participants made out of their own experiences by embracing their individual and collective
voices. In the following presentation of research findings, I share these individual and collective
voices, the lived experiences of participants engaged in activism, and the stories told of pride
center establishment in the Bible Belt.
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Presentation of Research Findings
FINDING 1: Eighty-five percent of participants (17 of 20) indicated that their contributing
role in LGBTQ pride center development was threefold: to build new partnerships with allies
across their institution while both supporting and centralizing existing campus resources and
efforts.4
Subfinding 1.1. Partnership Building. Among the 20 participants, 17 considered
partnership building with campus allies to be one of their most significant contributions toward
developing LGBTQ pride centers. Specifically, participants noted that creating a network of
campus support for center creation was critical for ensuring both initial establishment and
sustained success, especially at institutions in the Bible Belt. Kyle, a gay student affairs
professional with over thirty years of professional experience at his university, shared how he
would engage with faculty members and students on his campus to begin building initial support
for the LGBTQ community and a center:
I was doing LGBT work just as a sort of personal advocacy and activism. In the late 80s
and early 90s, there were not really very many people who felt comfortable being out on
campus and talking about LGBT issues. So I used to just do educational talks in classes,
maybe five or six a semester, to connect with faculty members and students.
Another participant, Sandy, a transgender director with almost two decades of student affairs
experience working at both rural and metropolitan public universities, also described the
necessity of building partnerships on campus in order to develop a wide base of support for a
future pride center:
You know, it was early enough at that time that I seem to recall there were no other

4

Finding 1 addresses RQ1: What contributing role did student affairs professionals play in the establishment of
LGBTQ pride centers at public four-year colleges and universities in the Bible Belt?
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centers in the South. And so, you know, my work was a lot about developing
relationships with administrators, faculty, and students to make sure that there was a sort
of constantly growing base of stakeholders who were invested in developing a center.
Likewise, Ben, a gay assistant dean who worked for a public land-grant research university for
over 20 years, built alliances with campus stakeholders by emphasizing how important the
LGBTQ community was to his institution:
So I began to develop partnerships and relationships with administrators who may not
normally be the ones championing the work. But I knew that when the time came that
they would be beneficial to the effort. So I started doing that, and together we started
doing all kinds of things you can imagine, whether it was visibility, education . . .
anything to demonstrate how important the queer community was to the institution's
campus life.
Three other participants shared that relationship building with campus allies became a
primary focus in their daily efforts to build support for a center. Mary, a Black assistant vice
president at a historically Black public university, recalled, “I mean, most of the time was spent
figuring out collaborations on campus and identifying who the best campus partners were going
to be. A lot of what I was doing then . . . was relationship building.” Paul, an assistant dean with
15 years of student affairs experience, noted that the majority of his efforts at his large public
university included “forging new relationships with administrators and departments across
campus that would help an LGBTQ center and students in the future.” Jillian, a heterosexual
director at an urban public research university described her efforts to “build relationships that
would finally get a centralized structure and support in place for GLBT students and community
members.”
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Subfinding 1.2. Supporting Existing Campus Resources and Efforts. Among the 20
participants, 17 also described that their role included supporting existing LGBTQ campus
resources and efforts toward pride center development. Participants shared that when they first
arrived on campus, advocacy efforts were already underway to better support the LGBTQ
community, often spearheaded by students (Subfinding 1.2a) and faculty and staff (Subfinding
1.2b).
Subfinding 1.2a. Student Activism. Fourteen participants reflected on the social progress
achieved as a result of student activism. Lillie, a queer woman who has been serving as a
coordinator at her institution for the past five years, stressed the importance of supporting and
building upon ongoing LGBTQ student activities, much of which has been historically
groundbreaking:
I think an important thing to note in your research . . . is the fact that efforts had been
underway on campus for decades. Our first informal gay student group was founded in
1971. There was a very visible and active student organization. Students actually sued the
university twice in 1972 and won both cases, setting the precedent for LGBTQ student
groups to have access to college facilities.
Similarly, Maddy, a White associate director from a large public university, shared that longterm efforts had been spearheaded by LGBTQ students: “It was really through student
organizing and through many years of student advocacy. And so, for many years, I forget now
exactly how many years, but for many years there were groups of students advocating for an
LGBT center.”
Beth, a bisexual student affairs professional working as a coordinator at a large public
research university, reflected on grassroots efforts to establish services for LGBTQ students:
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You know . . . it was very much a combination of a grassroots campaign that was
championed by the students. Their student organization had been around since 1969 and
not new to advocacy. They went as far as sponsoring a year-long campaign that
petitioned for more institutional services and support for queer students.
Kyle, a seasoned student affairs professional, recalled when efforts to develop a pride center at
his university were first spurred by students in response to bigotry from the Ku Klux Klan:
At one point the whole campus was plastered with anti-LGBT propaganda after the KKK
utilized their free speech rights and marched on our campus. And, as you can imagine, it
was very traumatizing, very difficult, and kind of created this little pop-up of hate crimes
everywhere. And our student government president, who was a cisgender straight man,
decided that he was going to make the rest of his student government presidency about
LGBT advocacy. So together, he and the student government association wrote up a list
of demands. And the first one was to open an LGBT center.
Seventeen participants described the value and power of working with LGBTQ students
and supporting their efforts directly. Luke, an out gay professional from a rural public university,
acknowledged the importance of maintaining “good relationships with student leaders on campus
so that [he] really had a finger on the pulse of what students wanted or needed.” Mona, a queer
woman serving as director at a large public university, described the influence of students on
policymaking as it related to strengthening LGBTQ services and programs:
If it comes from the students, then there's really no debate. If they demonstrate they need
something and voice that to the administration, then, you know, whatever conservative
values might be driving other things outside or within campus often goes to the wayside.
Similarly, Vinny, a gay White director at a public university, stated that at his institution LGBTQ
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students had previously taken on university leadership and were successful: “An underground
gay student group in the 70s sued the university for formal recognition which was later decided
in their favor by the Supreme Court . . . that really laid some powerful groundwork for our future
efforts.”
Subfinding 1.2b. Faculty and Staff Activism. Eleven participants also reflected on their
involvement in existing faculty and staff efforts that coalesced into center support and overall
improved campus climate for LGBTQ individuals. Jenny, a queer woman serving as director at a
large research university, described the efforts of her faculty and staff LGBT association that
gained the attention of campus leadership and ultimately started a center:
There was a really strong faculty and staff LGBT association, a group which eventually
gained the traction needed to start an office. It definitely became a groundswell. And it
really started with concerned staff and faculty engaging in various activism roles.
Eventually efforts grew and got the attention of campus leadership.
Another experienced student affairs professional, Kyle, described faculty and staff efforts in
advocating for same-sex partner health insurance benefits and creating LGBTQ employee
resource groups:
We brought together LGBT employees and asked them what they wanted . . . what they
needed. This was back in maybe 2003. And it was a big deal to actually host a very first
meeting for LGBT employees . . . a very big deal. And so we asked the employees what
they wanted. And the resounding response was health insurance benefits for same-sex
partners. And so we decided that we would take on that issue. And it became the
beginning of our employee resource group and other efforts.
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Subfinding 1.3. Centralizing Existing Campus Resources and Efforts. Finally, 15 of
20 participants described the importance of their role in centralizing existing campus resources
and efforts in order to create a groundswell of support for pride center development. Working as
an assistant director when he first arrived at his institution, Leo described how his role involved
“bringing together multiple efforts on campus to develop a formal center that supported
[LGBTQ] students.” Paul, a Black queer man, shared that when he first arrived on his campus as
a director, there was “a sort of convergence of students, staff, and faculty wanting it [a center]
but they were waiting on the right climate and lacking a united approach.” Ruth, a gay woman
working first as a counselor before becoming director, recalled that in terms of LGBTQ
resources on campus, much of the existing support
was all decentralized before. There were like friendly people on campus, maybe LGBTQ
identified individuals who . . . made it a special interest to support students sort of beyond
their job description. But it would end once they left the institution for another job.
In order to address issues with decentralized services and intermittent efforts, twelve of
the twenty participants sought the support of their institutional leaders. Luke, an Asian director
with almost a decade of student affairs experience and who had been working to establish a
center on his campus for several years, recalled:
Things would often get a little derailed. So administrators, usually people like me and
others working in student affairs, would go to their provost or vice president or whatever
and say, “You know, this isn't working anymore” or “We need institutionalized support
and funding and recognition” . . . it was the only way to bring together collective efforts.
Denise, a heterosexual director who had a very supportive dean of students, shared her strategies
for centralizing efforts:
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When I first arrived on campus, there was a very active faculty and staff group. And an
active student organization. But it felt very much like people were being appeased with
breadcrumbs. Like there wasn't a lot of movement. And so I started to get more involved
with policy work and organizational structure. And I went to our dean of students to get
their support in that. And then all of a sudden we started making some progress.
Likewise, Linda, a transgender director with over 15 years of student affairs experience,
emphasized the necessity of centralizing and consolidating support on campus so that she could
effectively engage with campus leadership:
When you are doing this work over the course of five or ten years, or even longer than
that sometimes, it eventually becomes about getting your pieces together. It’s about
getting your pockets of support on campus so that you can go directly to your president or
provost to finally get the resources, the funding and support, that you need.
FINDING 2: Ninety-five percent of participants (19 of 20) cited institutional heterosexism and
homophobia, conservative religious views on gender and sexuality, and social/fiscal
conservativism as major sociocultural and political challenges to pride center establishment.5
Subfinding 2.1. Institutional Heterosexism and Homophobia. Nearly all participants
(19 of 20) considered institutional heterosexism and homophobia perpetuated by administrators
and faculty as significant sociocultural challenges to pride center establishment and long-term
success. When recalling their experiences with institutional heterosexism and homophobia,
participants shared how they faced implicit bias/microaggressions (Subfinding 2.1a); overt
discrimination (Subfinding 2.1b); and bias incidents (2.1c). For seasoned student affairs

5

Finding 2 addresses RQ2: What sociocultural and political challenges did student affairs professionals encounter as
they advocated for pride center establishment at their southern public college or university?
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professionals, their experiences with institutional heterosexism and homophobia occurred over a
period of decades. For those professionals newer to the field, their experiences occurred as
recently as within the past five years and are, in some cases, still ongoing.
Subfinding 2.1a. Implicit Bias/Microaggressions. In nine cases, institutional
heterosexism at colleges and universities resulted from an unawareness that LGBTQ students
actually needed a pride center. One director from a large land-grant university, Jillian, shared
that when she first arrived at her university, “the challenge was that there just weren't people
paying attention to or thinking about or aware of the impact of some of the programs and
practices of the university and not really aware of the LGBTQ community on campus.” Another
participant serving as an assistant vice president, Mary, described her vice president of student
affairs as someone who felt that “it wasn’t smart to have a center because LGBT students just
needed to learn to live in the real world.”
Ten participants noted that heterosexist policies were so embedded into the campus
climate that some institutional leaders thought that establishing a pride center would actually
negatively impact the experiences of LGBTQ students and divide the campus community. Mona,
a queer woman working as a director at a large public research university, described that during
her efforts to develop and grow her pride center, she would “get weird phone calls [from faculty
and staff] about how if we were to have an LGBT center, we’re going to be dividing people. And
that shouldn't we be uniting people instead?”
Similarly, Reba, an associate vice president at her institution, discussed conversations she
had with colleagues who expressed concerns about whether having a center would incite
discrimination:
There was this cultural piece of people [faculty and staff] saying to me, “You know, if we
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create this, doesn't that just reiterate that this is an issue? Wouldn't it be better to treat
these students like every other student?”
Subfinding 2.1b. Overt Discrimination. Three participants also acknowledged the impact
campus heterosexism and homophobia had on securing support for pride center establishment
from LGBTQ faculty, staff, and allies. As an out gay professional with three decades of student
affairs experience, Kyle recalled the difficulty of getting public support from LGBTQ faculty
and staff because they feared discrimination and how that absence of support made it difficult to
mobilize efforts towards creating an LGBTQ pride center:
Faculty and staff weren't super out unless they were faculty with tenure. Then, even then,
I think it varied by discipline. There were all kinds of incidents around the university
which forced people to stay hidden for so long . . . making things difficult to get the
public support and resources needed to move forward. Once there was a crosswalk
defaced with a homophobic slur.
Likewise, Zack, an executive director, recalled that LGBTQ faculty members had a resistance to
participating in campus-wide efforts focused on LGBTQ issues because they were concerned
about potential backlash from community members, including their own students:
Folks were hesitant. We had a previous committee on LGBTQ issues. And it was hard to
get people to volunteer for that, to serve on that committee. Our faculty said that they
worried about their student evaluations. If people figured out that they were LGBTQ,
they worried about impacts on their promotion and tenure.
Finally, Denise, a director reflecting on her own experiences as a heterosexual woman, shared
the challenges of fostering support among other potential LGBTQ allies and how the presence of
campus homophobia was often a deterrent for individuals:
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A number of people would like to be allies but aren't educated about LGBTQ issues and
are afraid to ask. I think there is a lot of those people on this campus. But how to get them
to feel comfortable being a public ally is a real struggle because those small number of
staff and faculty or students who are homophobic or transphobic have a very loud,
outsized voice on campus.
Subfinding 2.1c. Bias Incidents. Three other participants also shared that institutional
heterosexism would present itself after specific LGBTQ individuals or offices were targeted by
homophobic individuals. This institutional heterosexism came in the form of apathetic
institutional leaders whose responses to the bias incidents were minimal or nonexistent. Jenny, a
queer woman serving as a director at her institution, disclosed that after her own personal office
was vandalized she received very little support from her direct supervisor:
There are other layers of oppression, more violent in some cases. I had neo-Nazis
vandalize my office one year and nobody really said a word about it. I think if it
happened now that would change. But at the time, you know, it was like, “Hey. Here's
this thing that happened. Sorry.” And you just have to deal with the other layers of
oppression. Vandalism happens. There was a lot of isolation, a lot of not having any
advocates for your voice to be heard.
Henry, an assistant director identifying as heterosexual, recalled how one specific faculty
member would constantly attack LGBTQ professionals in his office while discrediting the office
itself. However, when he reported these incidents to the vice president of his division, his
concerns were dismissed:
So we had a very prominent, popular conservative sociology professor who wrote a blog
and mentioned our office all the time. And shared our names and numbers. So our phone
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lines would just be clogged with people complaining about the programs that we were
doing, and nobody did anything to stop it. I was told by one higher-up [vice president]
that we basically have to make everybody happy. And that includes basically not
infringing on basic conservative rights.
Finally, Lillie, a queer woman, recounted widespread indifference from campus leaders after her
LGBTQ office was targeted by the university’s student government:
So in 2013, our student senate tried to pass a bill for a family values center. And, you
know, they acted like they wanted additional funding for a family value center. But really
. . . what they wanted to do was to defund the LGBT resource center. And no campus
leader stepped in to try to stop it.
Subfinding 2.2. Conservative Religious Views on Gender and Sexuality. Nearly all
participants (19 of 20) also mentioned the influence of conservative religious views on gender
and sexuality as a major sociocultural challenge to pride center development. Some of these
views led to broad criticism of LGBTQ programs and initiatives on campus while others led to
more targeted, personal attacks on participants engaged in center work. Twelve participants
described these broader critiques, including a director, Jillian, who shared the hostile views of
students raised in conservative religious households:
We do have a large traditional student population and a lot of them come from [name of
state] and from small, rural areas where there's a lot of bigotry. So a lot of our students
are coming with these stereotypical, small-town ideas about what it is means to be queer.
And especially when they first get on campus, they can be very, very hostile toward
LGBTQ work, center development, and the like.
The targeted, more personal attacks on participants engaged in pride center establishment and
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center programming were even more pronounced. Two participants shared that conservative
religious groups on and off campus would focus on their specific work at their centers and
highlight the perceived negative impact LGBTQ professionals and centers had on traditional
values associated with gender and sexuality. Kyle, the inaugural director of his pride center,
described personal attacks on his salary in print media:
There’s a conservative kind of watchdog group in [name of state] called [group name].
They published a story in [name of regional newspaper] about the “Gay Agenda” and a
lot of it was about me. And they listed my salary, saying something like, “Look how
much you will pay with your tax dollars to this person.” A lot of the comments on the
article were about how awful I was. So that was really scary and very threatening.
Luke, another pride center inaugural director, shared how many of these attacks became personal
and were picked up by national media outlets:
I would get letters in the mail. I would get phone calls. I would get Facebook messages
on my personal social media . . . things like that. Once there was a passive pro-LGBTQ
campaign that we did that was completely taken out of context by a conservative
religious group on campus . . . that escalated to the point where I was on Fox News
defending myself and our programs. I mean, it was a big, big deal.
Conservative religious views on gender and sexuality also presented barriers to
participants as they advocated for pride center development and engaged in building successful
centers. Two participants expressed their experiences with these barriers in the form of hate mail
and threatening phone calls. Linda, a current pride center director, described hate mail she would
receive from individuals outside the university community:
Yeah. So, I mean, like I get quite a bit of hate mail from people off campus. I’ll get some
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Bible verses and comments like “all fags go to hell” and stuff. Sometimes I’ll get the
whole “our tax money shouldn’t go towards things like this” and get yelled at.
Similarly, Jenny, another pride center director, shared that she would also receive phone calls in
addition to hate mail from community members, especially in response to center programming:
Any time the [LGBT] resource center had events, there was always a rather impressive
amount of hate mail or phone calls or things that would come through that we would have
to deal with . . . calls like, “You’re going to hell with these kinds of programs” and emails
and stuff like that.
Another pride center director, Vinny, noted that the presence of anti-LGBTQ sentiment from
conservative religious groups had led his university to become more covert in how it delivers its
services to LGBTQ students:
There's a lot of things that the university is unwilling to outwardly publicize. We do have
some accessible services for LGBTQ students, but you have to know about it and do
some digging. It’s hard to highlight efforts when you live in a place where, just a couple
miles up the road, religious groups are still rallying for conversion therapy in the state.
This presence of conservative religious views on gender and sexuality has produced
sociocultural challenges leading to both covert and overt experiences of homophobia, resulting in
a difficult campus climate where 15 of 20 participants must balance attacks on their pride centers
with the unique challenge of changing the hearts and minds of their critics. Beth, a bisexual
White woman currently serving as a coordinator at her university, reflected on how conservative
religious views on LGBTQ people were deeply embedded in the South and made it difficult to
support LGBTQ students:
As far as working in the South, a lot of it has to do with the religious context. In different
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regions of the country comes different religious contexts. And definitely in the South,
like the very Southern Baptist tradition or Methodist traditions . . . the fire and brimstone
starts to come out.
When dealing with these sociocultural challenges, two participants also stressed the importance
of recognizing students raised in conservative religious traditions. In one case Paul, a queer man
and former center director, described the dual challenge of appreciating LGBTQ students and
honoring their conservative religious backgrounds while also finding ways to help them accept
and embrace their diverse identities as LGBTQ individuals:
When working with [LGBTQ] students you have to understand their lived experiences
and religious beliefs, and how that has been hard on their identities . . . and you have to
find a way to bring them to the side of accepting and loving themselves.
Likewise, Sandy, an inaugural pride center director, stressed that it is necessary for student
affairs professionals to acknowledge and appreciate the complexity that conservative religious
upbringing has on certain people and how it influences their perspectives on pride center work:
“It is important to recognize the struggle good hearted people have when connecting their faith
traditions to a concept of sexuality and gender that they've never experienced.”
Subfinding 2.3. Social/Fiscal Conservativism. Finally, almost all (19 of 20) participants
indicated that social and fiscal conservativism perpetuated by members of state legislatures,
higher education leaders, and private donors presented political challenges to pride center
establishment and growth at colleges and universities in the Bible Belt. Participants shared
stories of how state legislators would try to pressure universities not to engage in LGBTQ center
programming. For example Zack, an executive director at his university, recalled:
One legislator filed a bill that prohibited state funding for any university engaged in
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LGBT work. And so there were members of the community calling all the time after we
opened the center, saying things like “Get out of here” or “You should close down” . . .
comments like that.
Similarly, Kyle, also an executive director, described a time when “. . . the [university] president
was hauled before the [state] legislature and had to answer to why he would allow a center to be
funded. Which was probably the last thing a college president wants to do with their time.”
Fourteen participants shared their frustrations that often there were few actions they could
take to combat the political interference of state representatives because their colleges and
universities were publicly funded and anti-LGBTQ rhetoric was protected by free speech laws.
Sandy, a transgender inaugural director of her pride center, recounted:
These centers are located within public institutions. So we are very much beholden to our
reactionary public, and it is very politically charged. In our state, there was a Republican
supermajority for the first time since the Civil War, meaning that the governor, house,
and senate were all Republican. So there was a lot of stuff happening . . . a lot of
resistance to publicly-funded social justice-oriented work.
Another director identifying as gay, Leo, also considered free speech laws that have made
LGBTQ pride center efforts increasingly difficult:
There’s a lot of free speech laws around here, especially here in [name of state] where
you need to allow space for people on campus to have the freedom to protest. I think
especially in conservative states . . . they have these kind of stricter laws that lean more
towards protecting those spewing anti-LGBTQ hate.
Often interference from socially conservative legislators would become personal, like in
the case of two participants whose pride center materials were read on the floor of the state
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legislature in order to critique how taxpayer money was being spent toward LGBTQ student
services. Jenny, a queer woman who has worked at her center for nearly a decade, recalled:
We're an LGBT center in [name of state]. And even though we have amazing support on
campus, we are still in [name of state] and [name of U.S. Senator] is from our state. We
have crazy people in our state legislature who will weaponize the fact that there is an
LGBT center paid for with taxpayer money. One state senator actually read from my Safe
Zones training manual on the floor of the capitol . . . saying “See what they’re teaching
up there at the university,” and it was just unbelievable.
Similarly Reba, an associate vice president who at the time was the executive director of her
center, reflected on how difficult it was to remain unnoticed by state legislators:
So our institution is about a block away from the capitol, and you just stand in that city in
the shadow of the capitol. And so a lot of what happens at [name of university] is known
at the capitol. At one point there was some really conservative state senator who had
gotten a hold of some of my materials and was reading them on the Senate floor . . . as
like examples of the horror that was happening.
As a result of this kind of direct targeting, fourteen participants reported needing to find
alternative ways to conduct LGBTQ programming and center work. In one case, Beth, a bisexual
coordinator at her center, elaborated on the strategic challenge of providing services to students
by more covert means:
Part of the frustration is that we have to be able to educate GLBT students like it’s the
Underground Railroad. It's hard letting people know how to navigate the university
without being able to find anything online. Nothing is posted for political reasons . . . we
need to constantly look over our shoulders because we’re near the capitol and the state
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legislature . . . if someone sees what we our doing, there’s a conservative outcry.
In addition to covert LGBTQ programming, six participants also indicated that the involvement
of state legislators became so intrusive budgetarily that they opted to seek separate funding for
their centers from private fundraising and donors. For example one director, Linda, shared that
socially conservative legislatures would appoint university trustees who would “intervene at the
level of line-item budgets for folks doing diversity work, so we couldn’t have positions funded
through any student fees or state money. As a result, the center couldn’t be funded by student
fees or state funds.” Likewise Ben, an assistant dean and former center director, recounted the
frustration of having to share publicly funded space and the efforts he undertook to create more
fiscal independence for his center:
Once one of our [state] senators called our vice president of student affairs and asked, “If
it [the LGBT center] is truly a publicly funded place, and you say it is open to everyone,
if I see there is artwork in the center can our conservative students hang up their own
MAGA [Make America Great Again] poster in your center?” So I didn’t want the center
to become . . . beholden to those constraints.
For these six participants, these types of intrusions from state legislators encouraged
pride center directors to seek external funding for their centers, either because the public funding
was unreliable or directors wanted the flexibility of providing LGBTQ programming without
oversight from conservative state legislators who could place fiscal pressure on what centers
could offer their campus communities. For these participants, this did produce positive results
and stability. Mona, a queer woman and director, noted that “almost 70% of my overall spending
budget is now obtained through fundraising and sponsorship,” while Henry, an associate
director, indicated that “if we hadn't been able to cultivate other sources of funding, we most
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likely wouldn’t have had a center.” Reflecting on his 15 years of experience as an assistant dean
and director, Paul shared how freeing it was not to rely on fiscal support from the state or even
the university itself:
Resourcing is a challenge. And the way to respond to that is not to expect the state or
university to invest in this work at all. I put all of my attention on our alumni . . . and
started to fundraise through our alumni.
Likewise Maddy, an associate director at her public institution, acknowledged that the ability to
secure private donations for center work provided more financial security and stability than the
university could have offered:
The university has not had a clear and consistent funding source for the LGBTQ center.
In fact, this past year . . . for a portion of the year . . . we did not get issued a budget and
had to rely on our private donations.
However, even when private funding was secured for their centers and freed from state scrutiny,
twelve participants reported that some university donors and alumni would often place pressure
on institutional leaders to intervene or prevent LGBTQ programming. In one case Jillian, a
current center director, shared the backlash she experienced after incorporating the rainbow flag
into the university mascot for one of her pride center flyers:
In two days, a high value donor called the president, who called our vice president of
student affairs, who called my dean of students who called me. It was terrible. He
basically said that we had to pull these because the university has decided that we were in
violation of the brand compliance trademark image, even though it was obvious that the
donor was anti-LGBT.
Likewise Luke, another current center, observed that this type of alumni donor interference was
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routine:
There is language being used to scare people. There are those who will reach out to
powerful alumni and ask them to reach out to the institution . . . saying if you don't get rid
of this center or whatever, then I'm going to pull my funding. I'm going to stop my
donations.
Additionally, Lillie, a queer woman and coordinator at her center, disclosed that whenever she
would facilitate an LGBTQ program, “there would always be a counter program done like a
week or couple days later that would be funded by alumni.” In another case, Ruth, a director with
almost 15 years of student affairs experience, noted the consistent pressure she was under as a
result of persistent donor interference: “[Name of state] is a conservative place, always
considered a very conservative state. Lots of donor pressure and donor pushback, like challenges
and threats to stop giving.”
FINDING 3: Ninety percent of participants (18 of 20) shared that coalition building, direct
engagement with institutional leaders, and strategic planning, research, and documentation
were the most effective strategies for overcoming sociocultural challenges experienced when
establishing pride centers in the Bible Belt.6
Subfinding 3.1. Coalition Building. Among the 20 participants, 18 highlighted the
importance of building a strong coalition of support among both campus community members
(Subfinding 3.1a) and off-campus student affairs professionals and associations (Subfinding
3.1b) when addressing sociocultural challenges faced when developing pride centers.
Subfinding 3.1a. Campus Community Members. When challenges such as institutional

6

Finding 3 addresses RQ3: How did student affairs professionals overcome these sociocultural challenges in order
to assist in the establishment of pride centers in the Bible Belt?
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heterosexism or homophobia emerged on campus, participants indicated that building allyship
with faculty, staff, and students on campus was an effective strategy for making progress toward
pride center establishment. Fourteen participants highlighted the necessity of building strong
relationships on campus in order to expand one’s sphere of influence, capitalize on existing
resources, and access more funding opportunities. Denise, a heterosexual director, reflected on
how her campus influence was directly correlated to the relationships she built at her institution:
It all comes back to partnerships and relationships. Knowing your whole landscape and
understanding your sphere of influence, which I would say is true for all change
campuses. What can I do here and then how can I stand out? Who am I going to build a
coalition with to try to make things happen? These are questions that have to be asked
and figured out.
Similarly, Leo, another director, described how he leveraged relationships in order to best utilize
existing resources at his disposal:
You have to know how to use the resources you have at hand. And sometimes that's
finding ways to get people to understand your side. You have to build the relationships
with your colleagues. Sometimes students don’t understand that because it takes so long,
and they think you’re not doing anything at all. But you have to slowly build the
relationships and find your allies. That’s my specific strategy.
Maddy, an associate director at a public land-grant university, emphasized how her relationships
were to gain access to additional resources and funding support:
So much of it is about relationships. So much of it is about building relationships with
folks in other contexts. Having conversations with presidential commissions so that you
can connect with faculty, staff, and students and get the ear of the higher-ups. Working
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with the grant office so that you can have access to bigger opportunities with national
funding. It’s about getting that institutional support.
To build these important coalitions and relationships, four participants offered different
approaches. In one case Beth, a coordinator at a large public research university, recommended
reaching out to institutional alumni because of the power they could wield when determining
allocation of university resources: “I would do annual presentations to our alumni council
because of their influence or potential influence on the future of our work.” Meanwhile Reba, an
associate vice president, stressed the importance of directly engaging with her colleagues by
attending their campus events and immersing herself into campus life: “Don’t partition yourself
off from other people or offices. You have to build partnerships, go to each other’s social events,
and strategically build a strong base of allies for your work.” In another case Zack, an executive
director, shared how he would interact with faculty and staff by visiting academic departments
and campus offices in order to offer Safe Zones workshops and other types of LGBTQ
programming: “I’d facilitate a lot of trainings, a lot of educating, and a lot of programming to
connect with various people on campus in order to start laying the groundwork for professional
relationships.” On the other hand Lillie, a queer woman working as a coordinator at her
institution, socially interacted with her colleagues in order to build coalitions that would support
her LGBTQ programming efforts:
I will reach out to my colleagues. Go get lunch or a coffee. I try to genuinely learn about
these people . . . ask them what I can do to support them and . . . inevitably they would
ask how they could support me.
With these relationships and coalitions in place, almost all participants (17 of 20)
reflected on the benefit of having a group of supporters that they could work with as they moved
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toward pride center establishment. For example, Jillian, a pride center director, described the
newly found resources that she had access to once she had a network of support in place on
campus:
Once you build a network of faculty and staff, sort of friends and colleagues and
acquaintances, you can not only better support students but you can also start making
structural changes on campus. Your network of allies can help you better navigate
institutional resources and offices in order to build consensus for a center.
Likewise Ben, an assistant dean, emphasized how his relationships with colleagues allowed him
to gain greater access to the campus offices in which they worked: “A lot of institutions are
transactional and relational in their culture. Which means if you have a relationship with an
office, you can get something done. If you don’t have that relationship . . . good luck to you.” In
another case Luke, a pride center director, expressed gratitude for the emotional and strategic
support he has received from his campus coalition and how it has given him stronger credibility
when addressing LGBTQ issues at his institution:
You can’t do the work alone. Even if you are the person responsible for LGBTQ stuff on
campus, you can’t do it alone. So once you’ve done your outreach and . . . have found
your campus allies, you have a new network of support. And it’s so helpful to have a mix
of campus stakeholders backing you up. You can have a mix of faculty, you can have a
mix of staff . . . you can have a mix of students. That's incredibly helpful because it will
give you a more holistic perspective for the need for a center . . . and it gives you more
credibility.
Like Luke, three other participants also highlighted the value of positive campus
relationships as a source of emotional support during the personal and taxing work involved with
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establishing a pride center in socially conservative regions of the United States. In addition to the
pragmatic benefits that come from building a campus coalition, one center director, Linda,
shared how important her network of support was for maintaining her emotional wellbeing:
I would just emphasize the importance of having a personal and professional support
network when doing this work, especially when you yourself are a member of the LGBT
community. Sometimes it can feel really personal. It has been really important for me to
have supportive colleagues that I can talk to about my frustrations . . . about what's going
on . . . and then blow off steam about it.
Similarly Paul, an assistant dean, stressed how important his support network has been to his
personal self-care as he deals with the unique challenges that arise when doing LGBTQ work in
politically-charged environments: “Doing this work in a place where the political landscape is
really challenging makes having emotional support from your colleagues on campus that much
more important.” Likewise, Sandy, a transgender pride center director, emphasized how having a
coalition of support on campus provided an emotional buffer from the loneliness and targeted
attacks that often present themselves when engaging in center work:
When you’re doing this work professionally, you become a lightning rod. There's no way
around it as a director or founder of one of these centers. You are going to be singled out
. . . around here it’s doubtful that it will be for good reasons. So you need to have a
supportive group of professionals around you that will support you during the rougher
times.
Subfinding 3.1b. Off-Campus Student Affairs Professionals and Associations. Nine
participants also shared that the coalition of support that a professional builds should not be
limited to their on-campus allies. Individuals mentioned the benefit of joining the Consortium of
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Higher Education LGBT Resource Professionals and how becoming a member of this and other
professional associations can be a great source of support when addressing challenges
experienced when establishing a pride center in the Bible Belt. Maddy, an associate director at
her pride center, described her experiences with the Consortium and how it was vital for having
connections outside her institution:
You have to become part of the Consortium if you are engaging in this work. I’m also
part of the [name of region] regional one. It’s so helpful to have a connection outside of
your institution. That way you don’t feel so alone, and you can brainstorm and see what
others doing the same work as you have done.
Leo, a center director and also a Consortium member, shared how valuable his off-campus
connections have been for reenergizing and finding solutions to problems at his institution: “The
work is exhausting. Being able to know that other professionals . . . other LGBT directors . . . are
struggling in a similar way and to be able to strategize with them . . . maybe find a mentor . . .
really helps overcome the difficulties.”
Four participants were even more poignant about needing to include LGBTQ student
affairs professional associations as part of their larger coalition of support. Linda, a transgender
director, stressed that her decision to join the Consortium has been a pivotal part of her success
and has provided her with the professional and personal support needed to engage in difficult
LGBTQ work:
Anybody doing work in the South . . . needs to become a member of the Consortium. I
have really benefited a great deal by having that support. Facing these challenges alone is
sometimes difficult, both professionally and personally. So having a community of
professionals around you that you can talk to…that you can kind of kick things around
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with and brainstorm . . . is invaluable. So I definitely would say to create a community of
support both professionally and personally. And I think the Consortium has been a really
good mechanism for that, at least for me.
Henry, an assistant director, also shared how his professional relationships developed through the
Consortium have provided him with helpful mentoring and a national network of support which
makes him feel less isolated in his role:
Relationship building is important, and I think particularly for folks doing this work.
You’re always going to feel like you’re on an island unless you create a national network
of people. Even if you don’t have funding to go to a conference, you need to be part of
something larger, like the Consortium, where you can find others doing this work in the
field and maybe some mentorship.
An executive director, Zack, also noted that without connecting to national associations like the
Consortium and other resources outside one’s own institution, it would be extremely difficult for
a student affairs professional to single-handedly establish their own pride center:
As a professional, if you are the inaugural director and you’re trying to build a center
from the ground up, you need to have support beyond your institution. You need to rely
on the experience and wisdom of professionals who have come before you. Even if you
are the only person on your campus doing LGBTQ work . . . or you’re working at the
only campus in the state with a center… there are other people around the country who
have done and continue to do this work. It’s important to connect with those trailblazers.
Finally Ben, a gay assistant dean, recounted that after he started his pride center, one of the first
things he did was reach out to the Consortium in order to establish a network of support among
professionals engaged in the same work:
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You need to create a network of support. When we started the center at [name of state], I
reached out to one of the executive board members of the Consortium to say that our
center was new and we wanted to connect. From that, I was able to create a network of
people that I could call every single week that were in the region. From that, I met the
founding director at [name of institution] . . . and she and I became best friends. And we
would call each other all the time . . . either celebrating or crying.
Subfinding 3.2. Direct Engagement with Institutional Leaders. Eighteen participants
stressed the importance of engaging directly with and garnering the support of institutional
leaders. These reasons were often pragmatic, like for Mary, a Black assistant vice president who
acknowledged the authority her area vice president had over whether an LGBTQ pride center
would ultimately be institutionally supported: “Unless my vice president is ready to support the
work of an LGBT center and believes that it’s a good time for this, it’s not happening.” Likewise
Luke, an inaugural pride center director, emphasized the power of the university president to
move LGBTQ efforts forward with minimal backlash or criticism: If we could get the support of
the president . . . center programming ended up not being a major issue on our campus.”
In order to get support from institutional leaders, participants used a variety of strategies,
including storytelling (Subfinding 3.2a), incentivizing allyship (Subfinding 3.2b), and aligning
LGBTQ center efforts with institutional mission (Subfinding 3.2c).
Subfinding 3.2a. Storytelling. Fourteen participants shared the effectiveness of telling
the stories of LGBTQ students and their experiences with oppressive campus climate. Leo, a
pride center director, reflected on how useful stories were for helping institutional leaders better
understand the breadth of LGBTQ student experiences:
Stories of LGBTQ students reveal the true student experience. When people think of
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universities, they think of students first, which is how it should be. So when I go to
institutional leaders, and to faculty and staff, or to potential donors and the larger
community, I share these stories and bring them forward so that others will understand
the emotional experience.
Similarly Vinny, another pride center director, stressed how telling these stories to campus
leaders helps gain their empathy and appreciation for the experiences and needs of LGBTQ
students enrolled at their institutions:
It is sort of like tapping into the empathy of folks. If you are going to build allies, you
have to build that baseline empathy for differences in the human experience. When I talk
to colleagues or campus leaders, it’s about sharing the student experience. People get
caught off guard when you tell them, “Students are called faggots out of car windows,”
and it makes them realize that not everyone’s experience is universal . . . there are a lot of
ways where, if an LGBTQ student can share their own story and express what they need,
it can help others [a colleague or administrator] see . . . if I can be frank . . . their
humanity.
Another pride center director, Mona, shared that she believed storytelling was even more
impactful than quantitative data when it came time to garner the support of institutional leaders:
Personal stories just have a much larger impact when trying to change hearts and minds
of leaders. You know, I could talk about numbers . . . like the number of student
complaints or something . . . but just one example or story of what a student truly
experiences has a bigger impact.
Jenny, also serving as a director of a pride center, agreed that storytelling made experiences more
vivid for campus leaders and often led them to becoming more supportive of LGBTQ pride
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center work: “If you can make it personal for them [a dean or vice president] where they might
know someone who is GLBT or marginalized . . . a student maybe . . . then sometimes hopefully
it turns a switch.”
Subfinding 3.2b. Incentivizing Allyship. Three participants described the usefulness of
incentivizing allyship as another strategy for engaging with and gaining support from
institutional leaders. This involved finding ways to encourage allyship behavior among the
highest levels of institutional leadership. Kyle, a current executive director and previous
inaugural pride center director, recalled efforts to recognize his dean and others who had
supported LGBTQ programming and activities on their campus. As a result, campus community
members celebrated the work of allies while also recognizing the importance of becoming allies
themselves:
We made sure that the dean won awards for her work . . . that the school was recognized
for having a center. We wanted her nationally recognized as a leader . . . so we would
nominate her for things. We even created our own awards. We have annual faculty and
staff ally awards. We want to create this expectation that being an ally is a good thing to
do . . . and that it is something to be celebrated.
Likewise Sandy, a transgender inaugural pride center director, described her efforts to
incentivize allyship on her campus and transform ally work into something that was publicly
celebrated at her institution rather than unrecognized by the university community:
It was about changing the perception of what it means to be an ally. For the longest time,
many people felt that to be an ally you had to do it quietly, especially at that time. So we
decided to make it something that people are honored for . . . to incentivize ally behavior.
So we created awards as a way of starting to change that perception. We have annual
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alumni, staff, and student awards.
Lastly Mary, an assistant vice president, discussed how honoring allies, particularly high-profile
institutional leaders, provided these individuals with the positive reinforcement and courage
needed to engage in difficult allyship work that is susceptible to criticism in socially conservative
regions of the country:
I think it's probably one of the most successful ways of moving forward. It doesn’t mean
that the person being honored isn’t a sincere ally . . . but positive reinforcement and
encouragement certainly makes a difference. I don’t think we talk about that enough.
Being an ally takes courage. You have to put yourself out there. So to have a strategy
where you can incentivize it can help move things along.
Subfinding 3.2c. Aligning Pride Center Efforts with Institutional Mission. Nine
participants reported the effectiveness of aligning LGBTQ center work with their institutional
mission as another strategy for coalescing support from institutional leaders. When engaging
with campus leaders, Linda, a transgender director, recalled that she highlighted her pride
center’s contributions to the university’s strategic plan which had focused on community
building:
The first pillar of our strategic plan is to build campus community. So I talk about how
the work of an LGBTQ center directly connects to the strategic plan. And that because it
has been stated that [building campus community] is one of the most important pieces of
the plan, it’s instrumental that you support the LGBTQ center because we build
community together in ways that are unique to our institution.
Another participant, Jillian, a director at her institution, argued how important it was for her to
find ways to connect how her center and its work would advance university goals and efforts laid
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out by campus leadership: “I would try to find ways to talk about how the center would . . .
promote the initiatives and values that the university puts forward so that campus leaders would
see how our work furthers the efforts of the university.” Leo, a gay pride center director,
suggested using a university mission statement to one’s advantage when garnering the support of
institutional leadership:
You can always leverage the university mission statement to your benefit sometimes. If
your university highlights student success, you can talk about how an LGBT center is
part of promoting student success. Leaders can’t argue with that. They wrote it.
Finally Maddy, a pride center associate director, described how helpful it was to highlight ways
in which a center could contribute to institutional enrollment goals and mission: “When working
with senior administrators, you sometimes have to make the business case for the work that we
do. That supporting LGBTQ students with center programming will help enrollment.”
Subfinding 3.3. Strategic Planning, Research, and Documentation. Among the 20
participants, 18 emphasized the value of strategic planning, research, and documentation when it
came to addressing challenges impeding pride center establishment. Participants described
multiple strategies for engaging in planning and research. Paul, an assistant dean, suggested that
the first step for planning out a pride center should be to determine exactly what LGBTQ
students need or want from a center so that there is clarity on what resources should be provided:
An initial strategy is figuring out what our students actually mean when they say they
want a resource center. It doesn't do any good to try to garner support if you don't have a
clear vision of what you're trying to garner support for.
Similarly Mary, an assistant vice president, also expressed how important it was to get LGBTQ
student support before pushing for a pride center and to utilize that support alongside any
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research found regarding center best practices:
You need to make sure that there's a lot of student buy-in into what you're doing, and that
you know that your work is data-informed by best practices so that you're able to place
the work that you're doing into a larger context.
Likewise Leo, an inaugural pride center director at a metropolitan research university, found that
when planning and researching for his center, it was most helpful to be overly prepared and
thorough so that when he advocated for LGBTQ services, campus leadership would be more
inclined to accept his proposals rather than question the feasibility of his efforts:
Do your research beforehand. Instead of going to your dean and saying we need a center
or gender-neutral bathrooms or whatever, write the proposal yourself and then ask for a
meeting. Help leadership see the concrete and don’t let them get caught up in the smaller
details because that pretty much throws the brakes on everything.
Denise, another center director, concurred, emphasizing that when working with campus
leadership and providing them with a proposal it was best to be detailed, especially in financial
aspects: “Show them how much it is going to cost and where we can get the money from.
Basically all of the work has been done. Now you just need the go ahead.”
Fourteen participants also stressed that planning and research efforts should include
accessing public resources, such as previous campus climate assessments, institutional by-laws,
and reports on national data and current trends. Reba, an associate vice president, argued that
having this research background provided her with the ability to justify programming and
combat any criticism she may have received about why or how she was doing something at her
center:
I think having data, knowing the national trends, and being able to share information on
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command . . . it’s so important to have that background in your back pocket. It's
important because you never know when somebody is going to come along and challenge
you or question something . . . like a program or whatever. You need to show that you’ve
thought everything through and can articulate the “why” of what you're doing.
Similarly, Linda, a pride center director, asserted that leveraging existing research, especially
research focused on campus climate, was effective in advocating for LGBTQ center resources
and provided a rationale to campus leadership that was data-driven:
Utilize what has already been done in terms of research and assessment. When you’re
advocating for the creation of a space or center, get the data from the campus climate
surveys already done. It’s really effective for advocating for resources. Get the data and
then go to them [university leaders] with the data.
Like Reba and Linda, Ben, an assistant dean, would utilize existing research to defend his center
and its programming. In his case, Ben studied higher education by-laws and policies in order to
fully understand what his center was able to legally provide at his public institution. When
necessary, Ben would use his legal knowledge to counter the accusations of campus leadership
and state legislators who claimed his center was breaking state laws:
It is important to understand the by-laws and policies around higher education and
nonprofits because university leaders or politicians will claim things are illegal or that we
can't do things because it will violate our status as a state entity. You have to know the
law as a center director. I think that's another duty that we have, that we have to know
things better than anybody else.
Jillian, a center director with nearly 10 years of student affairs experience, also noted that when
conducting her own research, it was necessary for her to follow national trends and consider
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what other centers were offering LGBTQ students at comparable institutions so that her center
would stay current in its services and programming:
I would stress the importance of keeping up-to-date on what is happening nationally and
also what's happening within your state. Especially when thinking about center
development and growth. And consider especially comparable institutions . . . be
watching and listening to what people at comparable institutions are doing.
Documentation was also noted by 15 participants as an important part of not only laying
the groundwork for pride center establishment but also as a strategy for maintaining long-term
support. As described in Finding 1, fourteen participants noted that before they arrived on
campus, some efforts to improve the experiences of LGBTQ students were already underway by
faculty and staff. While these efforts were often successful, sometimes they were short-lived or
lost traction because individuals spearheading certain initiatives would leave the institution
before they were completed. Participants noted the usefulness of maintaining institutional
knowledge and strong recordkeeping (i.e., documentation) in order to avoid challenges that
emerged when initiatives, such as developing pride center services, had to be restarted. Luke, a
director who has worked at three different pride centers, recalled how difficult it was to move
forward with pride center initiatives after a colleague left her position before documenting her
existing LGBTQ program efforts and accomplishments:
One of the common things I found is that it usually takes a while to start a center. And
sometimes it is work being done by someone, maybe a professor or administrator or
whomever . . . and they have the institutional knowledge because they are on taskforce
committees. And they are advocating for a center and making headway. But then they
leave the institution and get a job somewhere else. And unless they document what they

QUEERING THE BIBLE BELT

92

know, they take their knowledge with them and all the effort and progress has to reset.
Another participant, Mona, concluded that it was her responsibility to document her institutional
knowledge for anyone who might succeed her as the LGBTQ center director. Because her direct
predecessor did not document his own institutional knowledge on center history, achievements,
and challenges, Mona found her transition into the director role difficult and frustrating. She
decided she would alleviate that stress for her successor:
You have to do your best to maintain that institutional knowledge for the person coming
after you. Otherwise, you might start at a college and try to lay the groundwork for a
center . . . and then you come to learn that this conversation has already happened before
. . . even several times before you got there. And it’s just infuriating. We shouldn’t have
to do this every couple of years. And if I can’t get the center started and leave the
institution without leaving any records of my work, does the next person have to start
from scratch again? That doesn’t make any sense.
In an effort to address documentation shortcomings, five participants noted the systems
they put into place to make sure that LGBTQ history at their institutions, particularly efforts
toward developing pride center services and programming, were recorded. Leo, a director at a
public research university, shared how he formally documented LGBTQ student stories so that
he could present them to campus leadership whenever necessary: “A big strategy is to document
any kind of feedback you get about student experiences. I try to have a systematic way of
documenting student stories so that I can justify and make arguments for needed services.”
Meanwhile Lillie, a coordinator at her institution, described how she wrote a history of her center
that she had published on the university’s website with the hope of always reminding community
members about LGBTQ efforts on campus:
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I think another piece that I've tried is to…keep a history, so you know where you've come
from. It gives you an idea of how far there is still to go. But it can also give you an idea
of the progress you've made already so that you're not duplicating work or starting from
scratch again.
Kyle, an inaugural pride center director working in the field of student affairs for over three
decades, discussed developing a centralized place in his center where he maintained institutional
knowledge on LGBTQ history and center efforts:
Being able to establish a centralized place where knowledge is maintained, and then
telling people where that place is before you leave. It’s much better than the “It’s on my
desktop but I took my computer” response that usually happens. When maintaining
institutional knowledge where people flow in and out, you need to have a system in
place.
Like Kyle, two other participants described approaches they utilized to formally
document efforts toward pride center establishment and history. Maddy, an associate director at a
public land-grant institution, recounted efforts to work with her institution’s presidential
commission on LGBTQ issues in order to formally maintain center history in the archives of the
university library:
I have worked hard recently with the LGBTQ commission to maintain our history and
need for services. I am working with our library to start an LGBTQ archiving project.
And not just for pride center stuff, but all queer things in [name of state]. Everyone has
their own little pocket of knowledge. Students have their history. The commission has
their history. And I have mine. But we don't have a single digital space that someone can
access. Creating that would be so helpful. That way if someone does have a future

QUEERING THE BIBLE BELT

94

program or initiative or idea, they don't have to recreate the wheel. They can go to that
archiving space and see what sort of conversations have already happened.
Meanwhile Sandy, another inaugural pride center director with two decades of student affairs
experience, recalled her efforts to both document LGBTQ history as well as formalize, in
writing, current practices which had not been recorded before at her institution:
I cannot tell you how many colleagues of mine can cite doing really wonderful and
inclusive work. But the formal written policies of the institution are not in alignment with
those practices. They say, “Oh yeah, we do that for the gays, and we do that for the trans
students.” Well, it's not written down anywhere . . . so it doesn’t do anyone any good. So
instead, let’s formalize it. Let’s write it down. Let’s record it.
Summary of Research Findings
This chapter presented the three major findings identified by my study. These findings
were organized and presented according to the three guiding research questions described in
Chapters 1, 3, and 4. Data from the semi-structured interviews highlighted the experiences of
participants with pride center development at public four-year colleges and universities in the
Bible Belt. In order to capture the voices and lived experiences of the participants, I used
multiple quotations from individuals that reflected major findings shared across the 20
interviews. As described in Chapter 4, there were three major research findings of this narrative
inquiry study:
F1:

Eighty-five percent of participants (17 of 20) indicated that their contributing role
in LGBTQ pride center development was threefold: to build new partnerships
with allies across their institution while both supporting and centralizing existing
campus resources and efforts.
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F2:

Ninety-five percent of participants (19 of 20) cited institutional heterosexism and
homophobia, conservative religious views on gender and sexuality, and
social/fiscal conservativism as major sociocultural and political challenges to
pride center establishment.

F3:
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Ninety percent of participants (18 of 20) shared that coalition building, direct
engagement with institutional leaders, and strategic planning, research, and
documentation were the most effective strategies for overcoming sociocultural
challenges experienced when establishing pride centers in the Bible Belt.

In Chapter 5, I will provide a discussion and interpretation of my findings in addition to
recommendations and final conclusions.
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CHAPTER 5:

DISCUSSION, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND CONCLUSIONS
Queering the Bible Belt
The purpose of this narrative inquiry study was to investigate the experiences of student
affairs professionals (n = 20) who had participated in the unlikely yet successful establishment of
LGBTQ pride centers at public four-year institutions of higher education in the socially
conservative Bible Belt. As described previously, pride center establishment remains uncommon
nationally and least likely at public colleges and universities in the Bible Belt, specifically in
regions where cultural and political discourse surrounding state funding for public institutions is
heavily influenced by conservative, evangelical Protestantism (Nadal et al., 2016; Stein, 2012).
Nevertheless, 28 pride centers have been successfully established by student affairs
professionals at public colleges and universities within the Bible Belt (Consortium of Higher
Education LGBT Resource Professionals, 2019), indicating that strategies were successfully
utilized to facilitate center development despite sociocultural influences encouraging
heterosexism and homophobia. I believed that studying the experiences of these student affairs
professionals would uncover successful strategies that could be adopted by other administrators
seeking to create new centers at public four-year institutions in conservative regions of the
United States, strategies which have not yet emerged in the literature.
Accordingly, this study was designed to address the following three research questions
(RQs) in order to better understand the role of each student affairs professional, challenges faced,
and strategies employed during pride center establishment:
RQ1: What role did student affairs professionals play in the establishment of LGBTQ
pride centers at public four-year colleges and universities in the Bible Belt?
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RQ2: What sociocultural and political challenges did student affairs professionals
encounter as they advocated for pride center establishment at their southern public
college or university?
RQ3: How did student affairs professionals overcome these sociocultural challenges in
order to assist in the establishment of pride centers in the Bible Belt?
The previous chapter presented three major findings obtained from 20 semi-structured interviews
of student affairs professionals who played a central role in the creation and success of pride
centers in the Bible Belt. Each finding answered one of the three research questions outlined
above. Finding 1 addressed the role student affairs professionals played in pride center
establishment. Finding 2 described the sociocultural and political challenges encountered by
student affairs professionals during pride center establishment. Finding 3 revealed the strategies
employed by these professionals to overcome challenges faced and successfully establish pride
centers in the Bible Belt.
This final chapter begins with a discussion and interpretation of the three research
findings and related themes from a queer theoretical perspective, also known as “queering” in
social science research (Jagose, 1996). This will include a discussion of findings in relation to
the literature previously reviewed on LGBTQ campus climate, history of LGBTQ student
services in higher education, and LGBTQ pride centers. Next, I will share my recommendations
for best practice based on research findings, consider the limitations of the study, and provide
suggestions for future research. Finally, I will close with my final conclusions and a brief
summary of the study.
Theoretical Framework Revisited
As described in Chapter 3, queer theory is a theoretical framework which examines
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society though the lens of heteronormativity by critiquing concepts of truth which have been
influenced by traditional understandings of gender and sexuality (Pinar, 1998; Smith, 2009).
“Queering” refers to the act of applying this approach in one’s research in order to identify the
effects of heteronormativity and heterosexism on lived experiences (Jagose, 1996).
Because it considers the causal relationship between heterosexism and the formation of
oppressive power relations (Browne & Nash, 2010), queer theory was a valuable lens through
which I interpreted the challenges experienced when establishing pride centers designed
specifically to combat heterosexist oppression.
Queer theory is also a framework which emphasizes the importance of hearing the voices
of participants (Pinar, 1998), particularly the voices of those individuals engaged in social justice
activism which challenges hegemonic beliefs and empowers oppressed minorities (Duong, 2012;
Kirsch, 2001). It allows the researcher to uncover the meaning that participants make out of their
own experiences, emphasizing the individual and collective voices of participants and their
unique contributions (Jagose, 1996). Therefore, in the following discussion and interpretation of
research findings, I will queer the stories of the student affairs professionals I interviewed –
paying special attention to the individual and collective voices of participants engaged in
activism that challenged heterosexism by establishing pride centers in the Bible Belt.
Discussion and Interpretation of Research Findings
FINDING 1: Eighty-five percent of participants (17 of 20) indicated that their contributing
role in LGBTQ pride center development was threefold: to build new partnerships with allies
across their institution while both supporting and centralizing existing campus resources and
efforts.
Addressing my first research question on the role student affairs professionals played in
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pride center establishment at colleges and universities in the Bible Belt, Finding 1 revealed that
participants made significant contributions at their institutions in three distinct ways
(Subfindings 1.1-1.3):
•

Participants developed strategic partnerships with their faculty and staff colleagues in
order to create an allyship network that would support future campus-wide LGBTQ
initiatives and resources, including pride centers

•

Participants supported existing LGBTQ campus resources and ongoing efforts toward
pride center development at their institutions in order to demonstrate their own allyship
while also highlighting institutional need for additional resources such as pride centers

•

Participants centralized existing LGBTQ campus resources and efforts in order to create a
groundswell of support for pride center development at their institutions while also
underscoring the pragmatic value of restructuring LGBTQ services into one pride center

This three-pronged approach among my study participants converged into a movement which led
to successful establishment and sustained success of pride centers at higher education institutions
across the Bible Belt. Overall, Finding 1 is consistent with the historic literature on LGBTQ
student services and pride centers, which notes that student affairs professionals have often
played a major role in the establishment of pride centers (Dilley, 2002a; Marine, 2011),
especially after they recognized the need for safe, inclusive spaces that would provide LGBTQ
students relief from oppressive campus climates (Furrow, 2012; Mohr & Sedlacek, 2000).
Subfinding 1.1. Partnership Building. From a queer theoretical perspective and as an
LGBTQ professional myself, I expected that participants in my study would most likely engage
in partnership building as part of their role toward pride center development. Because they were
challenging hegemonic power structures within a heterosexist institution, the need to build
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alliances with their colleagues and peers was essential for a successful outcome.
Among my participants, 13 self-identified as members of the LGBTQ community and
expressed the importance of gaining support from their heterosexual allies, particularly cisgender
institutional leaders who could provide them with the resources necessary for successful pride
center establishment. That support is essential for any LGBTQ student affairs professional
challenging hegemonic power structures and most likely attained through partnership building.
In my research, participants stressed that partnership building was essential to initial
establishment of centers and their long-term success at institutions in the Bible Belt. As noted
earlier, participants built these campus partnerships strategically by engaging with diverse groups
of stakeholders on campus, including faculty, staff, and students. This approach described in
Subfinding 1.1 was most effective for participants working at larger institutions located in urban
areas where groups of stakeholders were more likely to be diverse.
The emphasis of participants on partnership building and collaboration is consistent with
what is in the campus climate literature, which describes the formation of administratively-led
taskforces and committees that began meeting in the 1990s and 2000s to assess campus climate
for LGBTQ students and create a joint campus response to heterosexism and homophobia
(Rankin, 1998; Sanlo et al., 2002).
Additionally, the strategies used by participants to build campus partnerships aligns with
those described in the literature. For participants in my study, particularly seasoned student
affairs professionals who began engaging in LGBTQ activism in the 1980s and 1990s, the
development of partnerships started in the classroom in the form of “educational talks” that
focused on LGBTQ issues in higher education. This allowed participants the opportunity to
engage with faculty and students at their institutions, highlight LGBTQ campus climate
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concerns, and foster new relationships rooted in allyship. These strategies for partnership
building, described by Beemyn (2002), Broido (2000), and Zemsky (2004), emphasize that all
members of the campus community, including heterosexual faculty, staff, and students, need to
be educated on LGBTQ issues so that they can become better allies to their colleagues and peers
in the LGBTQ civil rights movement.
Subfinding 1.2. Supporting Existing Campus Resources and Efforts. From my own
interpretation of the narrative evidence, I believe that Subfinding 1.2 is indicative of the lengthy
time and extensive effort it takes to challenge and dismantle heterosexist power structures that
dominate higher education in order to achieve social progress. The participants in my study
joined existing efforts that in some cases had been underway for decades – and yet they still
faced institutional and sociocultural challenges undermining pride center development.
I also believe that participants supported existing campus resources and efforts toward
pride center development because those resources and efforts aligned with their own goals as
student affairs professionals seeking to support LGBTQ students, allowing them to connect with
colleagues and students who held similar inclusive values.
In their interviews, participants emphasized the importance of supporting existing
LGBTQ campus resources and efforts toward pride center development. As described earlier,
participants shared that when they first arrived on their campuses, previous efforts had already
been undertaken to better support LGBTQ students. Most student affairs professionals in my
study indicated that existing resources and efforts were often the product of student activism
(Subfinding 1.2a). Efforts included the formation of informal gay student groups dating back to
the 1960s and1970s, lawsuits against intolerant university administrations, and direct advocacy
for pride centers. These stories shared by the participants of my study are consistent with the
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literature focused on the activism of LGBTQ college students during the 1960s and 1970s
(Dilley, 2002b), their efforts to respond to overt homophobia and heterosexism permeating
campuses across the country (Marine, 2011), and their advocacy for institutional services such as
LGBTQ student groups and the creation of the first LGBTQ pride center (Bazarsky & Sanlo,
2011; Beemyn, 2003).
Participants also emphasized the importance of supporting existing LGBTQ campus
resources and efforts among faculty and staff (Subfinding 1.2b). I believe this was their chosen
approach because it allowed them not only to demonstrate their own allyship but also highlight
the need for additional resources such as pride centers. I also think this was particularly
important to the participants I interviewed because they were student affairs professionals
working at colleges and universities in conservative regions of the country where public displays
of allyship are less pronounced.
In order to demonstrate their support, participants maintained strong relationships with
student leaders and colleagues who could provide insight into the needs of LGBTQ individuals
and the state of LGBTQ campus climate. This strategy mirrored those of past student affairs
professionals who, according to the literature, also supported their LGBTQ students directly
beginning in the 1980s (D’Augelli, 1989) and collaborated with students and colleagues to
expand LGBTQ services and programs on campuses across the country (Bazarsky & Sanlo,
2011; Beemyn, 2003).
Subfinding 1.3. Centralizing Existing Campus Resources and Efforts. I believe that
Subfinding 1.3 is a strategic approach utilized by my participants to broaden the scope of their
partnerships, unite campus resources, and formalize institutional support. From a queer
theoretical perspective, centralizing existing LGBTQ resources and advocacy efforts is a direct
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response to institutional heterosexism in higher education. Because institutional heterosexism
promotes heteronormative culture in higher education and perpetuates a homophobic campus
climate, for most of their history colleges and universities have not recognized LGBTQ
individuals, advocacy efforts, or formal resources (D’Augelli, 1991; Dilley, 2002a).
Therefore, to address institutional heterosexism, LGBTQ staff and faculty first needed to
offer resources to students informally and by decentralized means in order to combat
homophobic campus climate. Subfinding 1.3, the centralization of these resources and increased
efforts toward pride center development, is a movement toward dismantling the heterosexist
power structures already in place and embedding LGBTQ resources (i.e., the pride center) into
institutional structure permanently.
In my research, participants acknowledged the importance of their role in centralizing
existing campus resources and efforts in order to create a groundswell of support for pride center
development. As described previously, participants recalled that when they first arrived at their
institutions most existing LGBTQ services were decentralized – often facilitated by LGBTQ
staff and faculty who provided support to LGBTQ students beyond their job descriptions. This
corresponds with the early history of LGBTQ services traced by Dilley (2002b) and Marine
(2011) that describes the informal efforts of LGBTQ staff and faculty who worked to create safe
spaces and programs for their minority students.
In their interviews, participants also noted that their own contributions involved bringing
together multiple programs and resources on their campuses in order to develop formal pride
centers with centralized services. They achieved this by capitalizing on existing efforts and
support among staff and faculty – stakeholders who also wanted pride centers established at their
institutions but were still waiting on stronger momentum within higher education and a united
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front on their campuses. This approach aligns with what is described in the literature on pride
center development: following the recommendations from national studies on LGBTQ campus
climate in the 1990s and 2000s staff and faculty adapted and improved upon institutional
resources, building upon the progress of their predecessors over the last five decades and
centralizing them under college or university pride centers (Beemyn & Rankin, 2011; Patton et
al., 2011).
From my analysis of their interviews, participants centralized LGBTQ services using two
major strategies. First, they aligned faculty and staff efforts with those of LGBTQ student
organizations, Safe Zones programs, counseling centers, and advisory committees – a strategy
which, according to the literature, has also led to a boom in established pride centers across the
United States since 2010 (Woodford & Kulick, 2015). Second, participants sought the support of
their institutional leaders (e.g., provost, area vice president) to address challenges with existing
decentralized LGBTQ services. In these interactions with campus leaders, participants
emphasized that the long-term success of existing LGBTQ services was dependent on consistent
institutional support, funding, and recognition – and that the most pragmatic way to achieve this
would be to restructure services into a unified pride center that was publicly supported by
campus leadership.
This strategy to secure institutionalized support, funding, and recognition from their
provosts, vice presidents, and other campus leaders is considered best practice in the literature,
which asserts that pride centers only achieve long-term success if they are supported by higher
education administrators at the highest levels (Smith & Wolf-Wendel, 2005), embedded into
institutional structure (Woodford et al., 2018), and receive stable and sufficient resources and
funding (Beemyn, 2002; Pitcher et al., 2018).
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FINDING 2: Ninety-five percent of participants (19 of 20) cited institutional heterosexism and
homophobia, conservative religious views on gender and sexuality, and social/fiscal
conservativism as major sociocultural and political challenges to pride center establishment.
Addressing my second research question on the sociocultural and political challenges
encountered by student affairs professionals during pride center establishment, Finding 2
revealed that participants faced three major obstacles at their institutions in the Bible Belt
(Subfindings 2.1-2.3):
•

Participants experienced institutional heterosexism and homophobia, perpetuated by
heterosexual higher education administrators and faculty members, which undermined
pride center establishment and long-term success

•

Participants encountered conservative religious views on gender and sexuality held by
colleagues, students, and off-campus community members which discouraged pride
center development and LGBTQ programming

•

Participants faced social and fiscal conservativism from state legislators, higher education
leaders, and private donors which limited access to resources needed for pride center
establishment and sustainability

These three overarching obstacles encountered by my study participants presented sociocultural
and political challenges that made the successful establishment and sustainability of pride centers
at their institutions difficult. Overall, Finding 2 is consistent with the literature on pride centers
which asserts that the likelihood of pride center development and long-term success is
significantly influenced by institutional commitment to LGBTQ diversity and center funding
(Garvey et al., 2014; Pitcher et al., 2018; Williams, 2013), factors which are less likely to be
present in regions of the country where heterosexism, conservative evangelical Protestantism,

QUEERING THE BIBLE BELT

106

and fiscal conservativism is more pronounced (Nadal et al., 2016; Stein, 2012).
Subfinding 2.1. Institutional Heterosexism and Homophobia. Since institutional
heterosexism is widespread and the root cause for oppression experienced by LGBTQ people, I
expected that it would present itself as a major sociocultural challenge to pride center
establishment. From a queer theoretical perspective, any movement towards changing
heteronormative culture (e.g., the establishment of a pride center) will always be challenged by
the heterosexist institutions and individuals that currently benefit from it (Kirsch, 2001). Because
participants challenged existing hegemonic power structures in higher education, it was likely
that these individuals would encounter covert and overt institutional heterosexism and
homophobia. While this was indeed the case for my participants as they engaged with their
colleagues, I do not believe that institutional heterosexism is a sociocultural challenge unique to
this region of the country studied – or that it provides a singular explanation for why pride
centers are least likely to be established in the Bible Belt (Broadhurst et al., 2018; Fine, 2012).
Instead, I contend that it is a major contributing factor alongside conservative religious views on
gender and sexuality (Subfinding 2.2) and social/fiscal conservativism (Subfinding 2.3).
In my research, participants disclosed experiences with institutional heterosexism and
homophobia as they sought to develop pride centers at their colleges and universities, sharing
that their colleagues – higher education administrators and faculty members – were often major
contributors to negative campus climate. As described earlier, participants explained that
heterosexism often stemmed from heterosexual colleagues who were unaware that LGBTQ
students on their campuses needed a pride center (Subfinding 2.1a). Moreover, individuals
recalled that some campus community members, including college and university leaders, did
not recognize the negative impacts that their institutional policies were having on LGBTQ
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students – or how a pride center might alleviate the effects of heterosexism on the LGBTQ
student experience. These experiences with more covert forms of heterosexism align with what is
described in the literature: campus climate is structured around a heteronormative culture
(Dilley, 2002a) which perpetuates heterosexist expectations and policies at colleges and
universities (D’Augelli, 1991). This heteronormative culture, often reinforced by the implicit
bias and microaggressions of those with heterosexual privilege, results in a campus climate
which assumes that the presence of institutionally sponsored LGBTQ support services, such as
pride centers, are unneeded (Evans & Rankin, 1998; Rankin, 2005).
In their interviews, participants also shared that their experiences with more overt
examples of institutional heterosexism and homophobia made securing support for pride center
establishment difficult (Subfinding 2.1b). Participants recalled how challenging it was to gain
public support from their LGBTQ-identified colleagues because their colleagues were concerned
about potential backlash from homophobic community members. Specifically, their LGBTQ
colleagues feared discrimination that could risk career advancement at socially conservative
institutions in the Bible Belt, including denied administrative promotions and faculty tenure.
These concerns seemed more prominent at smaller institutions located in suburban and rural
areas of the Bible Belt. Additionally, these concerns align closely with the literature on LGBTQ
professionals in higher education experiencing institutional heterosexism and homophobia,
which notes that individuals are highly susceptible to heterosexist power structures which
dominate higher education (D’Augelli, 1991; Rankin, 2003) and are at risk for identity-based
oppression if they choose to disclose their sexual orientation (D’Augelli, 1992).
Participants also experienced overt institutional heterosexism when they reported antiLGBTQ bias incidents to campus leadership, recalling that high-ranking administrators often
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responded apathetically or dismissively to reports and provided minimal support to victims
(Subfinding 2.1c). When LGBTQ individuals or support offices were targeted by homophobic
individuals, participants shared that campus leaders rarely denounced incidents, instead urging
community members to put aside conflicts and disagreements. As expressed in the literature, this
reaction from campus leadership not only demonstrates a lack of institutional commitment to
diversity and social justice that is needed for pride centers to succeed (Pitcher et al., 2018;
Zemsky, 2004) but also reinforces heterosexist policies that maintain the status quo of
heteronormative campus culture in the Bible Belt and elsewhere (Broadhurst et al., 2018).
Subfinding 2.2. Conservative Religious Views on Gender and Sexuality. From my
own analysis and interpretation of the narrative evidence, I suggest that Subfinding 2.2 is a
symptom of the heteronormative culture in which my participants lived and worked. I contend
that conservative religious views on gender and sexuality, particularly those emerging from
conservative branches of Protestantism prominent in the Bible Belt, are anchored in heterosexist
expectations related to the traditional nuclear family and heteronormative roles. Any disruption
of heteronormative culture will likely lead to conflict, especially if heterosexist expectations are
deeply ingrained into a particular region or subset of society. In the Bible Belt, conservative
evangelical Protestantism is deeply embedded into a heteronormative culture that is threatened if
minority viewpoints are suggested, supported, or celebrated. The establishment of LGBTQ pride
centers was perceived by the majority as a threat to heteronormative culture, consequently
leading to a sociocultural conflict between my participants encouraging center development and
conservatively religious colleagues, students, and community members protesting it.
In my research, participants overwhelmingly shared that conservative religious views on
gender and sexuality in the Bible Belt posed a significant sociocultural challenge to pride center
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establishment at their institutions. As described earlier, participants recalled that their efforts
toward pride center development were often disrupted by the activities and actions of
individuals, groups, and media outlets espousing conservative religious views on gender and
sexuality. These activities and actions against pride center development included: protests
coordinated by members of conservative advocacy groups on and off campus; hate mail and
threatening phone calls from conservative colleagues and students; and misrepresentation by proconservative media outlets at local and national levels. I argue that this multipronged
conservative movement against pride center development demonstrates how highly influential
conservative branches of Protestantism can be on decisions surrounding which services and
programs are funded at public institutions in the Bible Belt.
Participants also disclosed that anti-LGBTQ sentiment from conservative religious
groups had forced some institutions to become increasingly more covert in how they delivered
their services to LGBTQ students, acknowledging that when services were available they were
not always publicized to the broader community to minimize protests or backlash from external
groups. This covert strategy to avoid interference from conservative religious groups is not
unprecedented: ever since the Gay Liberation Movement of the 1960s and rise of LGBTQ
college student activism, underground student groups and supportive faculty and staff have
provided informal support to LGBTQ individuals at colleges and universities across the country
(Adut, 2005; Dilley, 2002b; Marine 2011). Today, colleges and universities in more conservative
regions (e.g., the Bible Belt) must balance the strong influence of conservative religious views
on gender and sexuality with any public institutional commitment made towards promoting
diversity and social justice (Fine, 2012; Marine, 2011). Otherwise, concerned faculty, staff, and
administrators who would like to support their LGBTQ students may face public conservative
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outcry or even loss of state funding for essential services.
Subfinding 2.3. Social/Fiscal Conservatism. I believe that Subfinding 2.3 is another
symptom of the heteronormative culture experienced by my participants. Social and fiscal
conservatism is deeply embedded into the political landscape of the Bible Belt, often
intertwining with and reinforced by conservative religious views held by public officials and
influential leaders (Nadal et al., 2016). I contend that the social and fiscal conservativism
publicly demonstrated by state legislators, higher education leaders, and private donors was a
heterosexist reaction to pride center development. My participants were changemakers,
disrupting heteronormative culture by implementing services and programs for their LGBTQ
students in the Bible Belt. Their opposition relied on social and fiscal conservativism to block
that disruption. From a queer perspective, any disruption of heteronormative culture would have
most likely caused sociocultural conflict between changemakers and those individuals benefiting
from an existing heterosexist system (Browne & Nash, 2010; Dilley, 2002b).
In my research, participants shared that social and fiscal conservatism – perpetuated by
state legislators, higher education leaders, and private donors – caused delays to pride center
establishment and growth at colleges and universities in the Bible Belt. As described earlier,
participants recalled how state legislators financially pressured institutions not to engage in pride
center development by advocating for legislation that prohibited state funding for any LGBTQ
program or service sponsored by a public college or university. Because social and fiscal
conservatism is prevalent among state legislators in the Bible Belt (Broadhurst et al., 2018) and
elected officials strongly influence decisions related to state appropriations (Bazarsky & Sanlo,
2011; Stein, 2012), the challenges my participants experienced with their own legislators is
consistent with the literature.

QUEERING THE BIBLE BELT

111

Social and fiscal conservativism of higher education leaders and private donors also
negatively impacted the establishment and growth of pride centers in the Bible Belt. Participants
shared how university leadership often yielded to political pressure from conservative lawmakers
and, in turn, would discourage participant efforts toward pride center development and
investment in LGBTQ services. Research participants also reported that high-value private
donors pressured institutional leaders to intervene and prevent LGBTQ services and programs
that conflicted with their own socially conservative beliefs – recalling how they would reach out
to campus leaders and threaten to pull their private donations if pride center development
continued. Because the capacity of a college or university to establish and sustain a pride center
is highly dependent on its financial resources, (Beemyn, 2002; Broadhurst et al., 2018) and
insufficient funding will decrease the likelihood of pride center success (Woodford et al., 2018),
participants experienced a significant sociocultural challenge to pride center establishment when
facing the social and fiscal conservatism of their state legislators, higher education leaders, and
institutional donors.
FINDING 3: Ninety percent of participants (18 of 20) shared that coalition building, direct
engagement with institutional leaders, and strategic planning, research, and documentation
were the most effective strategies for overcoming sociocultural challenges experienced when
establishing pride centers in the Bible Belt.
Addressing my third and final research question on the strategies employed by student
affairs professionals to overcome sociocultural challenges faced and successfully establish pride
centers in the Bible Belt, Finding 3 revealed that participants utilized three major approaches
(Subfindings 3.1-3.3):
•

Participants built strategic coalitions among campus community members, off-campus
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student affairs professionals, and professional associations that provided the pragmatic
and social support necessary to overcome sociocultural challenges experienced
•

Participants engaged directly with institutional leaders – by sharing LGBTQ student
stories, incentivizing allyship, and aligning pride center efforts with overall campus
mission – to secure their support and assistance when facing sociocultural challenges

•

Participants relied on strategic planning, research, and documentation to demonstrate
institutional need for pride center services, ensure long-term success of efforts, and
prepare for and address any sociocultural challenges that emerged

According to the literature, pride centers have only been successfully established and sustained at
colleges and universities when there is both broad campus support and institutional commitment
from campus leadership (Broadhurst et al., 2018; Evans & Broido, 2005; Geiger et al., 2006).
Achieving that support and commitment is particularly difficult when existing sociocultural
challenges undermine pride center development. The strategies described in Finding 3 were
effectively utilized by my research participants to overcome those sociocultural challenges
unique to the Bible Belt and achieve the campus support and institutional commitment necessary
for pride center establishment and sustained success.
Subfinding 3.1. Coalition Building. I contend that coalition building, particularly
among heterosexual stakeholders at their institutions, provided participants with the support
needed to disrupt heteronormative culture and challenge hegemonic power structures. By
developing these coalitions, participants benefited from the strategic and social support of their
colleagues who helped them access campus resources necessary for pride center establishment.
To access these campus resources, participants knew that they needed to navigate heterosexist
policies at their institutions. The coalitions they built with campus colleagues (Subfinding 3.1a)
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allowed them to successfully navigate those policies, expanding their spheres of influence on
campus and providing them with the strategic and social support needed to overcome
sociocultural challenges they faced and establish pride centers in the Bible Belt.
In my research, participants also described the importance of developing partnerships
with student affairs professionals and LGBTQ professional associations not affiliated with their
institutions (Subfinding 3.1b), arguing that off-campus support was a vital addition to their
coalition when engaging in pride center establishment in the Bible Belt. Individuals spoke highly
of the Consortium of Higher Education LGBTQ Resource Professionals, a national student
affairs organization focused on supporting student affairs professionals who work with LGBTQ
students directly. Participants shared that their involvement with the Consortium allowed them to
make connections with other LGBTQ professionals engaged in pride center development,
including those individuals in the field also trying to develop centers at colleges and universities
in the Bible Belt. From a queer perspective and as a student affairs professional who identifies as
LGBTQ himself, I know that colleagues from other institutions and professional associations
such as the Consortium can offer insightful perspectives and empathetic support to individuals
engaged in difficult social justice work. For the participants in my study, particularly those
individuals identifying as LGBTQ, expanding their coalitions to include these resources allowed
them the opportunity to brainstorm solutions with fellow practitioners experiencing similar
sociocultural challenges.
Building a strong coalition of support among campus community members, off-campus
student affairs professionals, and LGBTQ professional associations was not only an effective
strategy but also one consistent with the literature. First, without the support and involvement of
concerned heterosexual allies, proponents of LGBTQ student services rarely achieve the traction
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needed for long-term center success at their institutions (Bazarsky & Sanlo, 2011; Marine 2011;
Ottenritter, 2012). Second, joining a professional association – specifically an organization that
will connect student affairs professionals who share similar experiences – provides individuals
with the pragmatic and social support needed to overcome sociocultural challenges encountered
in their professional lives (Bazarsky et al., 2020; Kortegast & Van der Toorn, 2018).
Subfinding 3.2. Direct Engagement with Institutional Leaders. From a queer
theoretical perspective, direct engagement with institutional leaders reflects a necessary approach
given the sociocultural challenges participants experienced. Engagement with institutional
leaders, particularly in conservative regions of the country, was essential for securing the
resources needed for pride center development. The establishment of a pride center in the Bible
Belt was a disruption of heteronormative culture and invited a wide range of sociocultural
challenges described earlier in Finding 2. Support from campus leaders was needed to help
participants navigate institutional heterosexism and combat the social, fiscal, and religious
conservatism undermining their efforts.
Participants relied on three major approaches for engaging directly with institutional
leaders and securing their support. First, they shared LGBTQ student stories (Subfinding 3.2a).
Participants indicated that sharing the stories of their LGBTQ students who faced campus
oppression not only helped institutional leaders better understand the breadth of minority student
experiences but also laid important groundwork for allyship development. Participants also noted
that their use of storytelling was more impactful than quantitative data (e.g., campus climate
reports) because it made LGBTQ experiences with campus oppression more vivid for those
institutional leaders willing to listen. The results of my study suggest that this approach was
effective for most participants and led to strong, continuing partnerships with leaders long after
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pride centers were established.
Second, participants incentivized allyship (Subfinding 3.2b). Encouraging allyship
behavior among the highest-ranking members of institutional leadership provided participants
with influential support on campus. Participants recalled that recognizing and rewarding the
work of campus allies not only coalesced support around LGBTQ programs, services, and pride
center development but also elevated the importance of allyship – by transforming it into
something that could be institutionally celebrated. Participants also shared that honoring allies,
particularly high-profile institutional leaders, provided these individuals with the positive
reinforcement and courage needed to engage in difficult allyship work that is susceptible to
criticism in socially conservative regions of the country. I contend that incentivizing allyship
enabled my participants to disrupt the dominant sociocultural narrative of the Bible Belt, which
discourages LGBTQ activism, and to bring allyship to the forefront of institutional culture.
Third, participants aligned pride center development with campus mission and core
values (Subfinding 3.2c). Most colleges and universities explored in my study had a mission or
value statement which reflected an institutional commitment to diversity and inclusion. Although
these statements were often vague and rarely acknowledged LGBTQ members of the campus
community, participants in my study leveraged those public commitments to their advantage.
When engaging with institutional leaders, my participants argued that the establishment of a
pride center would contribute to the campus mission and its core values regarding diversity and
inclusion – and in the process promote a safer community while also increasing enrollment and
retention among LGBTQ students. I believe this approach was successful because it not only
negotiated existing campus culture but also relied on a business model that is rarely admitted
publicly by institutional leaders but dominant in higher education: colleges and universities
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depend on high student enrollment and retention to remain financially solvent. To make their
institutions more appealing to prospective students, leaders will consider multiple strategies.
Since prospective LGBTQ students are more likely to consider attending a college or university
in the Bible Belt if it has LGBTQ resources on campus, it should be expected that leaders would
at least consider the implementation of a pride center.
Securing the support of institutional leaders was both an effective approach and one that
is consistent with the literature. As described by Kezar (2007), Smith and Wolf-Wendel (2005),
and Williams (2013), the support of higher education leaders is necessary for any campus
diversity initiative, including pride centers, to be successfully implemented. Additionally,
diversity initiatives can only be sustained if higher education administrators at the highest levels
plan for their long-term success.
Subfinding 3.3. Strategic Planning, Research, and Documentation. From a queer
perspective, I argue that the approaches described in Subfinding 3.3 were effective for my
participants because they provided a counternarrative to the sociocultural challenges being
perpetuated by heteronormative culture as well as the social, fiscal, and religious conservativism
of the Bible Belt. Queer theory asserts that one of the root causes for structural heteronormativity
is an underlying socially-constructed “otherness” assigned to LGBTQ individuals (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2003). To challenge it, one must successfully create space and visibility for LGBTQ
people within that structure (Mayo, 2007). Participants in my study effectively used strategic
planning, research, and documentation to create that space and visibility – by presenting a datadriven and detailed counternarrative which exposed the negative impacts of heterosexism and
demonstrated an institutional need for pride centers.
In my research, strategic planning and research efforts allowed participants to provide a
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data-driven rationale for pride center development and defense against sociocultural challenges
and critics (e.g., conservative state legislators, donors). Strategic planning and research efforts
included: (1) assessing LGBTQ student need for a pride center; (2) studying pride centers at
comparable institutions to identify successful models; and (3) reviewing published research and
legal resources such as campus climate assessments and state laws governing public institutions.
Because the number of pride centers continues to grow significantly as a result of LGBTQ
student needs (Burleson, 2010; Young, 2011) and the establishment of pride centers has become
best practice in higher education over the last decade (Holland et al., 2013; Woodford & Kulick,
2015), participant engagement in strategic planning and research, focusing closely on LGBTQ
student needs and higher education best practices, aligns closely with recommendations made in
the literature.
Research participants also documented regularly to lay the groundwork for pride center
establishment, secure long-term institutional support, and prepare for and address sociocultural
challenges. Participants believed that it was their responsibility to detail their own institutional
knowledge – including pride center history, achievements, and challenges faced – because it
would help those student affairs professionals succeeding them to build upon existing progress,
maintain momentum, and defend against center critics. Since pride centers are more likely to
succeed when a formalized structure for evaluation and outcome assessment is implemented
(Aaron & Busby, 2016; Smith & Wolf-Wendel, 2005) and careful documentation can strengthen
that structure, I contend that the recordkeeping approach of participants contributed to successful
pride center establishment and longevity.
Recommendations for Best Practice
As described in Chapter 1, the rationale for this narrative inquiry study emerged from my
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goal of identifying strategies for increasing the number of LGBTQ pride centers in socially
conservative regions of the United States. As previously stated, pride center establishment
remains uncommon nationally and least likely at public colleges and universities in the Bible
Belt, particularly in areas where cultural and political discourse surrounding state funding for
public institutions is highly influenced by conservative, evangelical Protestantism (Broadhurst et
al., 2018; Fine, 2012; Nadal et al., 2016). Because student affairs professionals have historically
played a role in pride center development, I believed that studying their experiences in the Bible
Belt would uncover successful strategies that could be adopted by other professionals seeking to
create new centers in socially conservative regions of the country.
As predicted, my research findings have important implications for student affairs
professionals engaged in pride center development. Based on these findings and the related
literature reviewed earlier, I make the following three recommendations to professionals
pursuing pride center establishment at colleges and universities in the Bible Belt and other
socially conservative regions of the United States:
•

Assess LGBTQ campus climate to determine if there is an institutional need for pride
center services, programs, and initiatives

•

Build coalitions with institutional leaders, colleagues, and external stakeholders who can
provide the strategic, social, and fiscal support necessary for pride center development
and long-term success

•

Document efforts toward pride center establishment in order to maintain long-term
institutional momentum and retain a history of sociocultural challenges faced and
successful strategies employed

Increasing the number of pride centers in the Bible Belt and other conservative regions of
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the country will require that sociocultural challenges undermining center development are
successfully addressed by student affairs professionals. These three recommendations provide
strategies for addressing those sociocultural challenges.
Assess LGBTQ Campus Climate to Determine Institutional Need
The findings in this study have important implications for the ways in which student
affairs professionals should address hostile campus climate at their institutions. Finding 2
identified three major sociocultural challenges that influenced pride center development at
colleges and universities in the Bible Belt: institutional heterosexism and homophobia
(Subfinding 2.1); conservative religious views on gender and sexuality (Subfinding 2.2); and
social and fiscal conservatism (Subfinding 2.3). Understanding how these sociocultural
challenges impact campus climate – and help inform the need and justification for pride centers –
is imperative for any professional before undergoing development efforts. Therefore, I
recommend that student affairs professionals first assess LGBTQ campus climate to determine
an institutional need for pride center services, programs, and initiatives at their college or
university.
Assessing LGBTQ campus climate is considered best practice and supported in the
literature. As such, identifying campus climate strengths and weaknesses at an institution before
establishing a pride center provides important sociocultural context for professionals as they
design services, programs, and initiatives to best support their LGBTQ students and prevent
attrition. For participants in my study, assessing LGBTQ campus climate was a vital component
to the strategic planning, research, and documentation (Subfinding 3.3) they engaged in during
their own pride center development efforts.
Frameworks and models used to assess LGBTQ campus climate have expanded
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significantly since 2000. One of the most notable models, the Transformational Tapestry Model
(TTM), utilizes six dimensions for assessment: (1) intergroup relations; (2) access and success;
(3) education and scholarship; (4) institutional visibility and vitality; (5) university policies and
services; and (6) external relations outside of higher education (Rankin, 2003; Rankin et al.,
2010). TTM has been used by more than 70 campuses to assess climate for LGBTQ students and
identify their unique needs and experiences (Rankin & Reason, 2008). As part of this
recommendation, I suggest student affairs professionals utilize TTM (see Appendix F) to assess
LGBTQ campus climate and determine institutional need for pride centers before engaging in
development efforts.
Build Coalitions with Institutional Leaders, Colleagues, and External Stakeholders
The findings in this study also have important implications for how student affairs
professionals might address sociocultural and political challenges encountered at their
institutions and outside campus. Institutional heterosexism and homophobia (Subfinding 2.1),
conservative religious views on gender and sexuality (Subfinding 2.2), and social and fiscal
conservatism (Subfinding 2.3) presented multiple obstacles to my participants as they engaged in
pride center development in the Bible Belt. However, these same participants were able to
successfully overcome these obstacles because they secured the assistance of high-level
administrators, colleagues, and external stakeholders who could provide the strategic, social, and
fiscal support necessary for pride center development and sustainability (Subfinding 1.1;
Subfindings 3.1 and 3.2). Therefore, I recommend that student affairs professionals build
coalitions with institutional leaders, colleagues, and external stakeholders who can provide that
same strategic, social, and fiscal support during their efforts.
Participants were transparent about the benefits they derived from building a broad
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coalition of campus support and how it helped them navigate obstacles preventing pride center
establishment (Subfinding 1.1; Subfindings 3.1a and 3.2). Strategic and fiscal support from
leaders and colleagues allowed participants to navigate institutional heterosexism and access
campus resources (e.g., space, funding) necessary for pride centers. Because higher education
institutions are transactional and relational in nature, these relationships with institutional leaders
and colleagues from other departments provided participants with a pathway for circumventing
challenges – such as objections from conservatively religious administrators, faculty members,
and students – and access what they needed for pride center development. This approach is also
supported in the literature: in order to achieve full inclusion and participation for all members of
the LGBTQ campus community, colleagues must actively participate in challenging and
dismantling barriers of intolerance and prejudice (Dilley, 2002b; Marine, 2011).
In addition to the strategic and fiscal support from institutional leaders and colleagues
(Subfindings 1.1; Subfindings 3.1a and 3.2), participants described how helpful the social and
fiscal support among external stakeholders (e.g., LGBTQ members of the Consortium, private
donors to pride centers) was for addressing sociocultural challenges experienced off campus
(Subfinding 2.3; Subfinding 3.1b). The social support provided by external stakeholders helped
participants cope with anti-LGBTQ rhetoric, espoused by religious and socially conservative
individuals and advocacy groups protesting pride center development, by giving them the
opportunity to vent frustrations, promote positive self-care, and buffer against loneliness and
targeted attacks. The fiscal support provided by external stakeholders – specifically private
donors who supported pride center efforts – helped participants secure their own funding
sources, counter the fiscal conservatism prevalent among state legislators in the Bible Belt
(Broadhurst et al., 2018), and access the financial resources needed for pride center
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establishment and sustainability.
As part of this recommendation, I suggest that student affairs professionals utilize the
following strategies for building coalitions with institutional leaders, colleagues, and external
stakeholders: (1) engage directly with institutional leaders by sharing LGBTQ student stories and
incentivizing allyship; (2) support and attend campus events hosted by colleagues; (3) interact
with faculty by attending academic department events; (4) facilitate Safe Zones training
workshops with leaders, staff, and faculty; (5) reach out to institutional alumni for social and
fiscal support; (6) join the Consortium of Higher Education LGBTQ Resource Professionals; and
(7) connect with foundations and charities that provide fiscal support for LGBTQ-related
initiatives. These strategies were successfully employed by study participants when building
their own coalitions.
Document Efforts Toward Pride Center Establishment
Finally, the findings in this study have important implications for how student affairs
professionals can avoid challenges that delay pride center establishment. According to
participants of this study, the sociocultural challenges described in Finding 2 – particularly
institutional heterosexism/homophobia (Subfinding 2.1) and conservative religious views on
gender and sexuality (Subfinding 2.2) – created such a hostile campus climate for LGBTQ
faculty and staff that individuals spearheading pride center development efforts often left the
institution before the center was established. Moreover, their predecessors did not usually
document existing efforts, leaving participants with the responsibility of restarting momentum
and further delaying pride center establishment.
In response, participants documented their own efforts toward pride center development
in order to retain a history of challenges faced and successful strategies employed for their
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successors (Subfinding 3.3). Because the turnover of student affairs professionals in the Bible
Belt is high (Broadhurst et al. 2018) and the sociocultural challenges influencing pride center
establishment often delays progress (Nadal et al., 2016), I believe that documenting long-term
efforts to maintain center momentum should be best practice. Therefore, I recommend that
student affairs professionals document their own efforts toward pride center establishment to
retain institutional history and progress for their successors.
As part of this recommendation, I suggest that student affairs professionals consider the
following strategies when undergoing this process: (1) develop a centralized place for
maintaining institutional knowledge of LGBTQ history and pride center efforts; (2) maintain a
list of campus allies and external stakeholders; (3) archive any formal pride center proposal
drafted or submitted to institutional leadership; (4) record LGBTQ student stories as qualitative
evidence of institutional need for pride centers; and (5) document all sociocultural challenges
faced and strategies utilized when engaging in pride center development. These strategies were
successfully utilized by study participants when documenting their own institutional efforts.
Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research
There were three significant limitations in this study. As described in Chapter 3, my
interest in designing a narrative inquiry study focused on the experiences of student affairs
professionals establishing pride centers in the Bible Belt was heavily influenced by my own
experiences as a gay student affairs professional and previous work supporting LGBTQ students
in higher education. Studying a population with whom I shared similar professional and personal
identities introduced a study limitation (researcher bias) that needed to be addressed in my
research. Because researcher bias and subjectivity can impact qualitative data analysis
(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019; Durdella, 2019), I made sure to challenge this limitation by
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reflecting on my own researcher positionality and shared identity with participants – and how
these factors informed my interpretation of findings. Acknowledging my own inherent biases,
through research memoing and careful adherence to my methodology, helped me mitigate this
limitation and become a more effective instrument of my research.
A second limitation in this study was the restriction of the research sample to 20 student
affairs professionals. Generalizability of findings was not possible because the scope of my study
was limited. However, transferability of research findings – particularly in the area of best
practices for pride center development in conservative regions of the United States – was applied
and suggestive in nature given limited research on pride center formation in the Bible Belt.
A third limitation relates to the racial diversity of my research sample. My sample was
diverse in terms of participant gender (10 women; 8 men; 2 transgender individuals) and sexual
orientation (12 identifying as gay or lesbian; 3 heterosexuals; 1 bisexual, 4 undisclosed).
Additionally, my sample was diverse in terms of geographic location (12 institutions across 7
states) and years of service among participants (range = 5 to 34 years). However, the research
sample was not racially diverse. Among the 20 participants, 16 individuals identified as White,
two identified as Black, one identified as Asian, and one identified as Hispanic. Presently, there
has been no extensive study in the literature on the experiences of student affairs professionals of
color involved in pride center development in the Bible Belt or elsewhere.
Future research should therefore attempt more representative inclusion by exploring the
experiences of student affairs professionals of color establishing pride centers in socially
conservative regions of the United States. Moreover, research focused on LGBTQ student affairs
professionals of color – and their experiences with intersecting oppression at colleges and
universities in the Bible Belt – would build upon what has already been studied in this
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dissertation. The strategies and best practices utilized by study participants were in response to
the unique sociocultural challenges that they encountered as they advocated for pride center
establishment, challenges which were influenced by institutional heterosexism deeply embedded
in the socially conservative Bible Belt. I would suggest that institutional racism also impacts how
student affairs professionals of color might experience sociocultural challenges in the Bible Belt.
However, these challenges were not reported by my racially homogenous research sample.
Future research which explores critical intersections of LGBTQ identity and race among student
affairs professionals – particularly among individuals encountering heterosexism and racism in
the Bible Belt – would provide deeper insight into sociocultural challenges experienced, identify
strategies needed to overcome them, and increase the likelihood of pride center establishment.
Conclusions and Summary of Study
Research shows that LGBTQ college students are most successful when they experience
a positive campus climate that fosters inclusion and safety (Holland et al., 2013; Woodford &
Kulic, 2015). Establishing pride centers at higher education institutions across the United States
increases the likelihood that LGBTQ students will experience the benefits of a positive campus
(Rankin et al., 2010), develop deeper campus connections (Nadal et al., 2011), and successfully
graduate from their college or university (Woodford et al., 2018). Achieving widespread
establishment of pride centers, particularly in socially conservative regions of the country, will
require a social transformation in which institutional heterosexism preventing LGBTQ people
from fully participating in society is dismantled. Otherwise, LGBTQ students will continue
feeling unwelcomed and oppressed (Nadal et al., 2011), leading to social disengagement within
their larger campus community and significant decline in academic achievement (Woodford &
Kulic, 2015).
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Movement toward pride center establishment has been slow. Only 5% of all public and
private colleges and universities in the United States currently have a pride center established at
their institution (Consortium of Higher Education LGBT Resource Professionals, 2019). Yet the
regional location of a college or university can indicate the likelihood of pride center
establishment. The proportion of established pride centers to total number of public institutions is
higher in the Northeast (44%), Midwest/Great Lakes (40%), and Western United States (34%)
than in the Mid-Atlantic and Southern United States (17%). It remains lowest in the Bible Belt,
with only 28 of 198 public institutions (14%) establishing pride centers in a region of the country
where conservative, evangelical Protestantism highly influences sociocultural and political
discourse (Consortium of Higher Education LGBT Resource Professionals, 2019; National
Center for Education Statistics, 2019; Stein, 2012).
A low number of pride centers at colleges and universities in the Bible Belt indicates that
campus climate for LGBTQ students in this region is more likely to be hostile and less inclusive,
leading to lower rates of persistence and academic success. To counter this and increase the
likelihood of pride center establishment, I designed this narrative inquiry study to examine the
experiences of student affairs professionals who had successfully developed pride centers in the
Bible Belt. My goal was to identify successful strategies used by study participants that could be
adopted by other administrators trying to overcome sociocultural challenges preventing pride
center establishment in socially conservative regions of the United States.
Indeed, the goal of this study was achieved and successful strategies for pride center
establishment were identified: participants relied on coalition building, direct engagement with
institutional leaders, and strategic planning, research, and documentation to overcome
sociocultural challenges in the Bible Belt and establish their centers. Those sociocultural
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challenges, which included institutional heterosexism and homophobia, conservative religious
views on gender and sexuality, and social and fiscal conservatism, have often prevented other
student affairs professionals from implementing LGBTQ services on their campuses. The
participants in my study were undeterred, however, and were able to foster campus partnerships
while supporting and centralizing existing efforts toward pride center development. In the
process, participants achieved the unlikely yet successful establishment of 12 pride centers in
seven states within the Bible Belt, providing a strong example for other student affairs
professionals pursuing similar efforts in conservative regions of the United States.
Moving forward, student affairs professionals will face unique sociocultural challenges as
they seek to support LGBTQ students and establish pride centers. To improve the overall
experiences of LGBTQ students, foster healthy environments which promote their success and
persistence, and maintain and expand comprehensive resources such as pride centers, student
affairs professionals will need to address these challenges and overcome any socially
conservative influences undermining their efforts. The recommendations I have made in this
dissertation study have emerged from best practices embraced by professionals who were
successful in their own efforts establishing and growing pride centers in the Bible Belt. My hope
is that student affairs professionals facing sociocultural challenges in their own work will find
this contribution to queer research beneficial, for the future of pride centers in higher education
now largely depends on their own perseverance and success in the coming decades.
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APPENDICES

APPENDIX A:
EMAIL TO PROSPECTIVE RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS
The following email was sent to prospective participants once referred to my study by current
participants. In this email, prospective participants were invited to participate in a brief, five to
ten-minute prescreening phone call (see Appendix B).
Dear [name],
My name is Kevin Linton, and I am the Assistant Director of TRIO Student Support Services at
Salem State University in Salem, MA. I am also a Ph.D. student at Lesley University in
Cambridge, MA. [Name of referrer], [position title] at [institution], suggested that I reach out
to you as a potential participant for my doctoral research project on the establishment of LGBTQ
pride centers.
Specifically, I am interested in speaking to you and other current or previously practicing student
affairs professionals who were involved in the development of LGBTQ pride centers at southern
public four-year colleges and universities. By interviewing professionals who have assisted in
the establishment of pride centers in socially conservative regions of the country, I hope to
identify successful strategies that can be considered by other administrators seeking to create
future centers. This interview would last no longer than one hour and occur in Spring 2020.
I hope you will consider supporting my research on LGBTQ pride centers. If possible, I would
like to schedule a time to have a short (5-10 min) phone conversation to answer any questions
you may have about my research project. I can be reached via email at klinton3@lesley.edu or
phone at (603) 452-8005.
I look forward to hearing from you!
Sincerely,
Kevin Linton
Lead Researcher
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APPENDIX B:

PRESCREENING PHONE CALL PROTOCOL
The following protocol was used to prescreen prospective participants for my study. Each
prescreening phone call lasted between five to ten minutes.
Introduction
Good morning/afternoon, [name]. This is Kevin Linton, and as we previously arranged, I am
calling you to speak about my study on the establishment of pride centers at public four-year
colleges and universities. As I mentioned in my email, I am hoping to interview student affairs
professionals who were involved in the development of centers at institutions in southern states.
My goal is to identify successful strategies that can be used in developing future centers,
particularly in socially conservative regions of the country where establishing a center may be
challenging.
Prescreening Questions
Do you mind if I ask you a few brief questions?
1. During your career in student affairs, have you been involved in advocating for,
developing, or establishing a center which focused on providing support to LGBTQ
college students?
2. Was this center located at a public four-year college or university in one of the following
states: AL, AR, GA, KY, LA, MS, NC, OK, SC, TN, or TX?
3. Do you have any questions for me about this study?
Closing #1 [participant answers YES to questions 1 and 2]
Based on your responses to my questions, it looks like you meet the criteria for my study. Would
you be willing to setup an interview via telephone, SKYPE, on-campus, or another medium that
works best for you?
[If YES, review confidentiality measures that will be taken and schedule interview]
For transcription purposes, I will need to record our interviews. In order to ensure the
confidentiality of the information you will provide during our interview. I will keep all
identifying details confidential. Data collected will be coded with a pseudonym, I will
never reveal your identity, and only I will have access to the data collected. Data
collected, including audiotapes and notes, will be destroyed on or before May 31, 2021.
Do you have any questions about this process?
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I will send you an informed consent form to provide you with more details on my study.
If you could sign and return it to me before our interview, I would greatly appreciate it. I
look forward to our interview.
Follow up email will be sent requesting referrals (see Appendix C) and include informed
consent form (see Appendix D).
[If NO, ask for referrals]
Thank you for speaking with me today. I completely understand and appreciate your
time. Recruitment for this study relies on participants referring other student affairs
professionals who were involved in the establishment of a pride center in the Southern
United States. Would you be willing to provide me with one or more referrals?
Closing #2 [participant answers NO to questions 1 and/or 2]
Based on your responses to my questions, it looks like you do not meet the criteria for my study.
Thank you for speaking with me today. Recruitment for this study relies on participants referring
other student affairs professionals who were involved in the establishment of a pride center in the
Southern United States. Would you be willing to provide me with one or more referrals?
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APPENDIX C:

EMAIL TO RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS
The following email was sent to research participants before the interview and included an
informed consent form (see Appendix D).
Dear [name],
Thank you for speaking with me today. As I mentioned in our phone call, I am sending you the
informed consent form (attached to this email). If you could kindly read, sign, and return it to me
at klinton3@lesley.edu before our interview on [date and time], I would greatly appreciate it.
Recruitment for this study relies on participants referring other student affairs professionals who
were involved in the establishment of a southern pride center. Would you be willing to provide
me with one or more referrals? If so, please feel free to send me names via email or when we
speak on [date and time]. Your participation in this study is not contingent upon providing
referrals, so please do not feel obligated if you are unable to do so at this time.
For accuracy purposes, I will need to audio record our interviews. Please let me know if you
have any questions or concerns about this process. During the course of my research, I will have
the audio recorded interview securely locked in a cabinet to which only I will have access.
In order to ensure the privacy of the information you will provide during our interview, I will
keep all identifying details confidential. Data collected will be coded with a pseudonym, I will
never reveal your identity, and only I will have access to the data collected. Data collected,
including audiotapes and notes, will be destroyed on or before May 31, 2021.
If you have any questions or concerns, please do not hesitate to contact me.
I will [call/Skype/meet] you on [date and time]. Should you need to reschedule before then,
please let me know.
Thank you for your participation in my research study.

Sincerely,
Kevin Linton
Lead Researcher
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APPENDIX D:

INFORMED CONSENT FORM
The following consent form was sent to participants via email (see Appendix C). Participants
signed the consent form and returned it to the researcher via email before their interview.

29 Everett St., Cambridge, MA 02138

INFORMED CONSENT
You are invited to participate in the research project titled Queering the Bible Belt: Stories of
Student Affairs Professionals Establishing LGBTQ Pride Centers in the Deep South. This study
is being conducted for dissertation research in partial fulfillment of requirements for a Ph.D.
program at Lesley University.
Purpose of Study
The purpose of this study is to examine the experiences of student affairs professionals who were
involved in the successful establishment of an LGBTQ pride center at a public four-year college
or university in the Bible Belt. Specifically, this study seeks to uncover successful strategies that
can be adopted by other administrators seeking to create new centers in socially conservative
regions of the country.
Participant Expectations
The researcher would like to conduct one interview with you via telephone, SKYPE, or oncampus lasting approximately one hour during the Spring 2020 semester. In this interview you
will be asked to share your experience with pride center establishment. This interview will be
scheduled at a convenient time for you and will be audio recorded for transcription purposes.
Confidentiality
Identifying details will be kept confidential by the researcher. Data collected will be coded with a
pseudonym, the participant’s identity will never be revealed by the researcher, and only the
researcher will have access to the data collected. Data collected, including audiotapes and notes,
will be kept securely for five years and then destroyed.
Participant Risks
Participation in this research study poses minimal risk, whereas some of the questions asked
during the interview may bring up difficult experiences and cause discomfort.
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Disclosure of Research Study Results
Results of this research study will be presented and published by the researcher in accordance
with dissertation requirements specified by Ph.D. programs at Lesley University. Results may
also be used for future conference presentations or academic publications. Identifying
information (e.g., your name, place of employment) will never be disclosed by the researcher.
Voluntary Participation
You are free to choose not to participate in this research study and to discontinue your
participation at any time without facing negative consequences. Any and all of your questions
will be answered at any time, and you are free to consult with anyone (i.e., friend, family) about
your decision to participate in this research study and/or to discontinue your participation. Please
contact the researcher for a copy of the study results.
Contact Information
If any problem in connection to this research study arises, you can contact the lead researcher or
the Lesley University supervising faculty member using the contact information below:
Lead Researcher
Kevin D. Linton
klinton3@lesley.edu
(603) 452-8005

Supervising Faculty Member
Robin L. Roth, Ph.D.
rroth@lesley.edu
(617) 349-8972

There is a Standing Committee for Human Subjects in Research at Lesley University to which
complaints or problems concerning any research project may, and should, be reported if they
arise. Contact the Committee Chairpersons at irb@lesley.edu.
Consent
I am 18 years of age or older. My consent to participate has been given of my own free will, and
I understand all that is stated above. I will receive a copy of this consent form. My signature on
this form indicates that I consent to participate in this study.




By checking this box and typing my name,
I am electronically signing this consent
form.
By checking this box and typing my name,
I am electronically signing this consent
form.

Participant’s Signature

Select date

Researcher’s Signature

Select date

Please return your consent form to klinton3@lesley.edu before your scheduled interview.
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APPENDIX E:
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

The following protocol was used to interview the participants of my study. Each interview lasted
at least one hour and was recorded for transcription purposes.
Introduction
Good morning/afternoon, [participant name]. This is Kevin Linton, and as we previously
arranged, I am [calling/Skyping/meeting] with you to speak about your experiences and
involvement with the establishment of [name of pride center] at [name of institution].
Before we begin, I would like to review how I will ensure the confidentiality of the information
you will provide during our interview. I will keep all identifying details confidential. Data
collected will be coded with a pseudonym, I will never reveal your identity, and only I will have
access to the data collected. Data collected, including audiotapes and notes, will be destroyed on
or before May 31, 2025. You are free to decline answering any question and to discontinue your
participation at any time. Do you have any questions for me before we begin?
Interview Questions
1. In our prior conversation, you indicated that you are a [currently practicing, previously
practicing, retired] student affairs professional. Could you briefly describe the positions
you have held in student affairs during your career and what your responsibilities were in
those roles?
2. Now I would like to ask you about your experiences as a student affairs professional who
participated in the successful establishment of an LGBTQ pride center in [name state].
Could you describe how [name of pride center] at [name of institution] was first
developed?
3. How did you participate in the process of developing [name of pride center]? What was
your specific role?
4. What motivated you to participate in the creation of [name of pride center]?
5. Before [name of pride center], were there support services and programming available
to LGBTQ individuals? If yes, what were they? If no, why do you think that was the
case?
6. How would you describe the campus climate for LGBTQ individuals at [name of
institution] before the creation of [name of pride center]?
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7. What has the campus climate for LGBTQ individuals been like at [name of institution]
since [name of pride center] was established?
8. What challenges (on-campus and off-campus) did you experience working towards the
establishment of [name of pride center]?
9. How did you deal with these challenges as you advocated for the establishment of [name
of pride center] at [name of institution]?
10. Were there challenges that you felt you were not able to overcome during this process?
11. What specific strategies did you use to garner support for the development of a pride
center at [name of institution]?
12. How do you think your experience assisting in the establishment of a pride center in
[name of state] would have differed if you were in a less conservative region of the
United States?
13. What advice would you give student affairs professionals trying to support or advocate
for the creation of pride centers in conservative regions of the country?
14. Is there anything that you would like to share regarding your experiences with
establishing a pride center that we haven’t talked about in this interview?
Probing Questions and Statements
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.

Could you tell me a little more about that experience?
How did you react?
What were the reactions of others in that situation?
How did you feel about that?
Do you have an example of that?
What was that experience like for you?
We are almost at the hour mark, but if you would like to continue sharing please feel free
to do so.
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APPENDIX F:

TRANSFORMATIONAL TAPESTRY MODEL
The Transformational Tapestry Model (Rankin & Reason, 2008) has been used by more than 70
colleges and universities to assess campus climate for LGBTQ students and identify their unique
needs and experiences. As part of my recommendation for assessing campus climate (see page
120), I suggest student affairs professionals utilize TTM to determine institutional need for pride
centers before engaging in development.

Rankin, S., & Reason, R. (2008). Transformational tapestry model: A comprehensive approach to
transforming campus climate. Journal of Diversity in Higher Education, 1(4), 262- 274.

